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Author’s Warning: This is a really 
dangerous book. Read it at your own 
risk. If you freak out while, or after, 
reading this book and go and become 
the latest Messiah, or kill a couple of 
dozen evil bastards, it’s on your 
head, not mine. This is my personal 
revenge on the literary world: a 
broad parody, written in a hodge- 
podge of writing styles I have always 
found infuriating. It also contains 
enough hidden knowledge and 
ancient mystery to make you wealthy 
and powerful and able to turn your 
enemies (and friends if you’re not 
careful) into the local cultural 
equivalent of a low-cal ham 
sandwich with a bowl of artificially- 
flavored gelatin desert on the side. 


~~ 
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Welcome To The Exit Trilogy: 


SOMETHING FISHY 
RACCOON’S LAW 
THE CHICKEN DID IT 
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8 ixie Melody Fields locked the door to her 
BS ¢ small gallery and dropped her keyring in 

ee hey purse, fished among the contents 
momentarily, and brought out a second keyholder 
made of black leather, matching nicely the similar 
material that constituted her gloves and stylishly 
baggy-topped high-heeled boots. She stepped 
around the rear of the black Miata at the curb and 
unlocked the driver's door. As she began to open 
the door, she glanced quickly to the rear of the car 
to check for oncoming traffic and found herself 
looking straight down the barrel of a big, black 
Ruger Blackhawk .44 Magnum Handgun. 

The similarly black-clad youth who was on 
the other end of the enormous pistol curled his 
upper lip into a bad-Elvis-imitation sneer and 
grated out in a nearly unintelligible snarl, "Gitna 
car, bitch, b'fora blow yer fucken hedoff." 

Dixie instantly noted that the exposed 
cylinders of the pistol, pointed right at her forehead 
from less than a foot away, were as empty as a 
candidate's promises and that the pistol had not yet 
been cocked. She found this to be significant, 
informative and salutary. 

She allowed her face to begin to wrinkle and 
collapse into stereotypical feminine tearful alarm 
and momentarily appeared to faint and crumple 
toward the street -- then, like lightning, raised back 
up and brought her boot swinging up to impact his 
crotch with a sound that was audible from half a 
block away. 

As the young tough collapsed, Dixie neatly 
collected the pistol from his limp grasp, swung into 
the car and connected her seatbelt, inserted the key 





and started the engine all in one smooth motion, 
then peeled away down the deserted street, with 
one muted little satisfying thump as the left rear 
wheel of the impressive Japanese-logoed, faux- 
British, designed-for-Americans sports car passed 
over the lower right leg of the white-faced, terrified 
erstwhile perpetrator. 

Dixie noted almost unconsciously that she 
hadn't heard the distinctive snap of breaking bones. 
"Drat," she thought, and wheeled the little car 
nimbly into a U-turn and came back at him again. 
He squalled in terror, having been rendered 
completely speechless up until then by pain, shock 
and wounded outrage and rolled under the old 56 
Chevrolet Pickup at the curb. He peered up in terror 
at Dixie as she stopped her car, her window winding 
rapidly down, grinned evilly at him and, pointing 
the pistol right between his eyes, snapped the 
hammer down on the empty chamber, making him, 
even though he knew it wasn't loaded, flinch 
violently and begin to shudder. 

Dixie tossed the pistol onto the passenger 
seat of the sports car and glanced back down at the 
cowed and shaken young thug and said, just before 
she peeled the tires down the street, spraying his 
recumbent form with slush and loose gravel, 
"Welcome to the real world, punk." 


WRONG 


(Sorry, Dixie). 























Actually, the REAL real world is a tiny 
planet called Yppsil by its inhabitants, circling, in 
its customarily desultory fashion, an inconstant, 
glowering orb called Achernar II, out in the 
boondocks of the Harvest Mite Nebula. One would 
expect you to ask where that is in relation to The 
Galaxy and Earth. The answer is: You can't get 
there from here. The Space-Time continuum where 
The Milky-Way Galaxy and Planet Earth exist is in 
fact a construct, contained within a virtual reality 
maintained by something analogous to a computer 
owned by Pefgertmer Wyyo, a young being who 
resides with his mother in the village of Breunvy on 
Yppsil's second largest continent. 

Yppsil is a very old world, definitely a senior 
citizen in its home space. In fact, even Achernar II 
itself has begun to occasionally burp, fart or twitch 
in its inimitably stellar fashion, signaling impending 
doom for its near neighbors and family of planets 
any time in the next fifteen or twenty million local 
years. Wyyo's ComPalculator is the product of 
hundreds of thousands of local years of progress, 
planetary peace and near-terminal boredom. 

Our last few thousand years of "human 
history" have taken place while young Wyyo was 
away for two weeks at camp. Now he has returned 
and is fascinated and appalled by the ongoing 
events in his "make-a-world" program. Certain he 
must do some adjusting or lose his control over his 
favorite toy, he dons his suit and helmet and enters 
our time-line somewhere around the turn of the 
millennium. 


AUTHOR’S NOTE TO EDITORS AND 
LIBRARIANS: 


The above text would seem on the face of it 
to qualify this book as rather bad Science-Fiction or 
perhaps a questionable example of the new quasi- 
genre, "Science-Fantasy," which term seems to have 
been coined in the attempt to find a category that 
can hold Terry Pratchett’s work (similar to an 
attempt to hold the ocean in a teacup). 


Sorry. 
Wrong again. 


Since this entire account is the exact truth, 
nothing added, nothing taken away, you can put 
this one back on the shelf with the other 
mainstream literature. 


Thank you. 


Tee Dum Tee Dum to the Fol-Di Rolio 


Wyyo lowered himself into the 
Jouszna-Unfarctator, plugged in his feeds, lowered 
his visor and settled back into the sumptuous, 
almost sensual upholstery. Mmmmmmmmm 
mmmmmm mmmmmmnm. After the usual moment of 
dizziness followed by full-fledged vertigo, he found 
himself in the ship, in its parking orbit. After 
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checking the systems, he grasped the grav generator 
controls and the small ship sank like a stone. As it 
fell, he set the destination to "Atlantis". 

Wyyo set the on-board AI to sense the 
surroundings and, after some preliminary electronic 
coughs and squeaks, the sound of a Moroccan radio 
station filled the cabin. Ringo Starr was 
appropriately singing "Octopus's Garden" when the 
ship hit the water. 


Minutes later, its course reset to "Babalon", 
the ship spurted out of the water and shook itself 
briefly like a small wet dog, dislodging half a dozen 
long strands of seaweed and three totally amazed 
specimens of local aquatic life and soared off on its 
new tack. 

To Wyyo's consternation, this second 
former metropolis was also nowhere to be found, 
although there were a few straggly villages in the 
general area. Wyyo angled the ship's course toward 
the larger one. 

Wyyo slowly ambled down the inclined 
ramp of the decidedly baroque space-vessel, 
craning his neck, absorbing the sights and sounds of 
his surroundings. In the two weeks he had been 
away at camp, things had really changed. Most of 
the smells were the same, if not worse, and there 
were still lots of goats and children, but he could 
also smell petroleum byproducts and the taint of 
organic solvents and hear the sounds of radios and 
see an occasional television set through the window 
of a dwelling. Suppressing a shiver of foreboding, 
he made his way down a narrow alley and into the 
marketplace, where he was approached within 
seconds by a small bent man in a ragged tunic. 


"Alms...alms for the poor;" the sad little man 
whined, "alms for the needy; mercy for the hopeless; 
shelter for the homeless." 

Wyyo showed the little man the insides of 
his empty trousers-pockets and, shrugging, smiled 
his apology. The little man glared at him and 
quickly turned and delivered his appeal to a couple 
of merchants nearby, who, although they responded 
with looks of annoyance, grudgingly gave him a few 
small coins. Wyyo carefully observed the little 
man's progress through the throng and his rapidly- 
filling begging bowl. 

Wyyo considered this new social 
convention. He bit his lip thoughtfully and 
reviewed with some significant pleasure his 
postadolescent-hormonally-motivated original ze2/ 
reason for badgering his mother for the requisite 
funds, buying the hard-and-software and creating 
this reality in the first place. His apprehension at 
finding it infected by technology momentarily 
side-tracked, he considered the possibilities as he 
inspected the people in the throng. He turned and 
moved toward a group of laughing young women by 
the well in the center of the square. 

"Sex... sex for the lonely," he intoned as he 
slowly approached the group, his brow furrowed 
prettily, his face a study in artless sincerity. "Tits for 
the horny," he said, his arms outstretched, his hands 
fondling the air, "tits and ass, generous ladies, tits 
and ass for the sexual-congressionally-deprived." 


"That was pretty stupid," said the AI, back 
at the ship, as Wyyo wiped the mess off his face and 
clothes and doctored the cut over his eye, "even for 
a postpubertal twit such as yourself, that was 
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dumb." 

"Oh, shut up," said Wyyo, "why the Frax do 
you think I went to all the trouble to create this 
place and stocked it with people just like me? That 
was a lot of work." 

"Well it aan twork, did it, Mister Smarty?" 
taunted the AI, in a maddening singsong. 

"No, it didn't," admitted Wyyo, grudingly, "I 
made them just like real people, and the girls act 
just like real girls. None of them are interested in me 
at all." 

"Well, maybe it was that great opening line 
of yours." 

"Oh, shut up," repeated Wyyo wearily, 
"take us over on an alternate line; pick an inhabited 
location on one of the other continents. Take us 
back about a hundred local years or so; I have to get 
some distance so I can see what's going on here. 
Something's drastically wrong." 


Wyyo sat at a back table nursing a mug of 
ginger beer, eavesdropping on some of the worst 
dialogue he had ever heard, mostly consisting of: 
"That bitch, she hadda lotta nerve," and "So, I told 
him, by God..." and "What?" 

At the table next to his, answering a 
comment from one of the three men she was playing 
Hearts with, Beulah Lou shook her head and 
snarled. "All this soppy shit about sex being 
beautiful and sacred just makes me grind my teeth." 
She spat tobacco juice on the floor and grimaced. 
"Sex is filthy and disgusting and sinful; that's why I 
love it so much." 

Suddenly the door burst open and slammed 
against the wall as a lone bandit in a bandanna 


face-mask entered the saloon. The man was very 
powerful and stocky and about four feet tall. He 
was wearing an enormous western hat and twin 
pistols. Every eye in the place was on him as he 
stalked up to the bar, which was about six inches 
higher than the top of his head, and reached up and 
slammed his fist down on it. Six beers, two shots of 
whiskey, a glass of absinthe and a huge smoldering 
hookah jumped about an inch and came clumping 
back down on the bar. The old man in the filthy 
apron standing behind the bar poured a half-glass 
of Irish whiskey and slid it in front of the 
desperado's hat, which was all he could see. 

The lone gunman pulled the bottom edge of 
his bandanna-mask aside and declared to the room, 
"My name is William Robert Baggins. You can call 
me Willie or Bobbie; Hell, you can call me 
Billie-Bob if you want to, but the first 
son-of-a-bitch that says "hobbit" is a dead man...in 
fact, better not even say "hobby" or "rabbit" until 
after I've had a drink and at least a couple of good 
hits off the pipe there.” 


The tall, hulking cowpoke at the end of the 
rough wooden bar turned toward BillyBob and 
snarled, "Baggins? .. . Ain't you the little creep 
Dake Rongo beat the piss out of over in Slade City 
about ten years ago? He made you suck his dick 
right on main street, didn't he?" 


Billy's hands seemed to sort of disappear 
and instantly reappear pointing both of his cocked 
pistols at the ugly stranger's midsection. The tall 
man's eyes bugged out visibly as he frantically 
attempted to halt his own hand’s futile motion 
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toward the pistol in his holster. Two very loud 
bangs echoed down the dusty street of the nearly 
deserted sleepy little town, followed by one fairly 
quiet, even understated, dusty little thud. 

Inside the bar, Wyyo muttered into the 
button on his denim jacket, "Where in Hell did you 
take us to?" 

The AI answered in a barely audible 
contentious squeak from the same minuscule disc, 
"You said go to an alternate line, Mister 
Smarty-Knows-Everything." 

"Take everybody in the room and move us 
all over onto the other timeline," ordered Wyyo. 

"Jah, Mein Herr," squeaked the tiny voice, 
then muttered "You'll be SOR-RY." 

There was a shift 


The sarsaparilla sign on the wall of the 
tavern changed in a twinkling into a Coors Silver 
Bullet sign, while the lanterns on either wall shifted 
into the obligatory little bar-wall-lamps with grungy 
little froofy lampshades. Numerous hanging potted 
ferns plooped into existence. The smells and 
conversation were unchanged. In the background a 
big flashy CD player was moaning: 


I'm crying my ass off over you. 

You may not have noticed, but it’s true. 
No matter what they say 
My butt gets smaller every day 
Because I'm crying my ass off over you. 


BillyBob Baggins blew the smoke from the 
business ends of his twin pistols and slipped them 
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both into their holsters as smoothly as your tax 
money going down a rathole. He pulled his 
bandanna-mask loose and mopped his face with it. 
"I know what you're thinkin'," he said to the room, 
"and I say you're all wrong," he tucked the 
bandanna in his shirt pocket, "a few of you think 
suckin' a dick is some kind of pleasure, but most of 
you think you'd rather die than do it." 

He knocked back the half glass of whiskey, 
shuddered violently, took an enormous drag off the 
hookah and then poured half of the pitcher of beer 
down his throat, slammed the pitcher down and 
continued: "I'd rather study trigonometry or change 
a big truck tire in the rain and mud than suck a dick, 
but I'd rather suck a dick than get a root canal ora 
leg broke or a finger cut off. Goddammit, 
everything’ relative! Now either shut the fuck up 
and mind your own goddamned business or order a 
round for the house." 


Instantly, everyone in the bar found 
something else to occupy their attention. 


In the background the song continued: 


I'm crying my nose off over you. 
I've sobbed my schnozzola up the flue. 
Since you left me all alone 
I've got some organs and some bones 
Since I'm crying my parts out over you. 


Wyyo frowned in consternation. This was 
REALLY bad. Not only had his program become 
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infected with technology, but fictional characters 
from other timelines were proliferating into the main 
reality as living beings; both the action and 
dialogue were becoming disjointed and cheap, and 
now the thing he feared most had begun to happen: 
Parodies, Burlesques and Stereotypes; any minute 
the puns might begin: a sure sign of the End. 

He remembered the warnings on the box the 
unit had come packed in and fervently wished he 
had read them more carefully. He vaguely recalled 
something about the results of characters within the 
main reality becoming self-aware and somehow 
managing to interact with his own world. He 
slipped furtively out of the broken-down chair and, 
quietly making his way out of the bar, started down 
the dusty street toward the ship, which was 
disguised as an abandoned two-hole outhouse on 
the edge of town. 

He paid what he thought was an 
appropriate amount of attention to his surroundings 
while he skulked down a side street toward the 
hidden ship, but still missed the pair of eyes that 
watched his progress from a darkened doorway. 


Wyyo sat, safe at last, in the galley of the 
little ship, sipping a cup of hot caff, scowling and 
belatedly reading the instructions of the 
Make-a-World kit from a platen and becoming 
more worried every minute. He had just progressed 
to the part about "Irrecoverable General Faults" 
when he heard a quiet little chime from the 
communicator and the AI announced in a small 
sarcastic voice, "Intruder Alert, if you don't mind, O 
Master of Technology." 

Wyyo dropped the forgotten platen on the 
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table as he twisted toward the viewscreen and 
activated it with a frantic punch of the button 
beneath it. He flinched as the grizzled visage of 
BillyBob Baggins appeared, somehow looking him 
right in the eye even though he had not activated 
the "send" option. With a shaking hand, he pushed 
the other button and said, "uh, yes?" 

Baggins glowered at him from the 
viewscreen and said, "Let me in asshole; we gotta 
talk." 

Wyyo jumped up from the seat and, in a 
voice cracking with strain, commanded the AI, "Get 
us OUT OF HERE, NOW!" 

Baggins shouted, "Override V-437; 
activate!" and the ship, which had begun to power 
up, rapidly powered back down and began to lower 
its ramp placatingly and open the main hatch. 
Wyyo growled as he poked and batted futilely at 
the buttons and pads on the security control panel 
with one hand, while with the other he pawed 
frantically through the storage space under the seat 
where he had been sitting, looking for anything that 
might serve as a weapon. Baggins came through the 
passageway and, taking Wyyo by the back of the 
neck like an errant kitten, sat him down in the 
opposite seat. He placed the other seat cushion 
back in its place and sat down. "It's about time for 
some answers, don't you think?" he said. 

Wyyo sat, mind racing at near lightspeed. 
This was impossible. Characters from the virtual 
reality could sofcome inside the ship, for the very 
good reason that there wasno ship; it was nothing 
more than the interface between the virtual world in 
the kit and Wyyo's senses in the real world, entirely 
created by the program in his Personal 
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ComPalculator. He remembered this from the small 
percentage of the instructions he had actually read. 
The only problem with this clear understanding was 
the very physical, short, stocky, slightly smelly, 
obviously angry cowboy with the hairy toes who 
was glowering at him from the opposite seat. Wyyo 
pawed ineffectually at his temples, attempting to 
remove his visor, knowing the visor didn't even exist 
in this reality, knowing it was futile but in his 
agitation unable to resist the impulse. 

He wondered what sort of glitch could 
produce such a frightening result and wished he 
had found the time to finish his study of the manual 
before activating the kit, a fervent desire often 
shared by users of new technology. 


Buzz limped, bleeding slightly down one 
ankle, through the door of the Tavern and, bumping 
into the pool cue of the beautiful strawberry blonde 
with the tortoise-shell glasses, utterly ruining her 
carefully set-up shot, weaved between the other 
openly-staring customers and regulars and plopped 
down uninvited at the table at the back and picked 
up the full beer on the table and chugged it in one 
gulp. A big man in an old flight jacket with a black 
patch over one eye ambled over to the table and, 
leaning his cue against the wall, looked down at the 
young interloper who had just polished off his fresh 
beer. 

Buzz glared up at him in obvious distaste 
and sneered, "What the fuck do you want, you old 
dickhead?" 


Wyyo sat, frozen in shock, as BillyBob 
popped the cover off the control console of the little 
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ship and withdrew a softball-sized glowing orb, 
covered with a mesh of fine wires, from the 
compartment behind the panel. His stubby, hairy 
fingers probed the microcircuitry skillfully and 
within seconds the wires had been peeled back, 
leaving an amorphous softly glowing ball of 
insubstantial light balanced on his callused palm, 
reflected in his dark eyes in a manner Wyyo found 
terribly alarming. Wyyo held his breath, without 
knowing why, as the stocky little man pulled the 
ball into sections like a monkey dividing up an 
orange, then tossed them into the air, where they 
rapidly flew away in different directions. 

Baggins regarded Wyyo coolly and said, 
cryptically, "You better just hope I was in time." 


A few miles away, on the same Reality-Line, 
in a medium-sized city in the American Midwest, in 
a small dingy room on the second floor of a building 
on South Commercial Boulevard, Larry 
DeSizigliano chewed on the tag-end of a cigar that 
had gone out hours ago and glowered with 
unrestrained hatred at the screen of the Mobile 
All-Purpose MechMan that crouched passively in 
front of him. The half-block-long building had at 
one time hosted the hottest night clubs in the area 
on the street floor: The Seville, the Top Hat and 
Corky's. In the late fifties and early sixties the 
laughing crowds had made up a constant party 
every night of the week, all up and down the 
Boulevard, from nine o'clock until three in the 
morning, and the best bands and the biggest crowds 
were always to be found here at the end of the 
street. Now the windows were broken out and 
boarded up and the stairways smelled of years of 
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stale urine and worse. 

Larry didn't mind, since this meant the rent 
was negligible and nobody paid any attention to 
him or his comings and goings. 

Larry sat and drummed his fingers on the 
base of the touchpad of the MechMan, whose 
slightly warped nameplate was marked RU469, and 
cursed softly to himself. "Goddammit," he muttered, 
"That slippery asshole must of used a completely 
unknown literary base for his code, I can't bust it for 
shit." 

He swiveled around and leaned back in the 
old office-chair and snapped, "Options?" 

The MechMan's voice, as usual, set Larry's 
teeth on edge, "This machine could do a deep 
decode on a small sample to see if it can be matched 
to any known text sample in this machine's 
archives," it offered. 

"Yeah, do it," Larry grated, and lofted the 
cigar-carcass unsuccessfully at the bent 
wastebasket in the corner. 

Fifteen or so minutes later, as Larry poured 
himself a cup of bad coffee from the 
grievously-stained little plastic coffee utility on the 
desk, the RU469 chirped obsequiously but 
annoyingly and reported, "Search complete." 

Larry waved the match as he lit a new cigar 
and demanded, "Well?" 

"The sample decoded by this machine 
matches the language parameters of the Christian 
Protestant King James Bible," said the MechMan, 
"This machine can do a complete data scan and 
parse in order to discover how the information you 
seek is hidden in it." 

"How long will that take?" demanded Larry. 
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The MechMan paused briefly, made a small 
buzzing sound, then replied, "From thirty to 
forty-five minutes." 

"Make it so," Larry quoted sarcastically, 
doing the little gesture. 


Larry got up and slouched over to the 
streaked, fly-specked windows at the front of the 
vacant office and glared balefully down at the 
empty street. Silently, unnoticed, a fuzzy, slightly 
glowing ball of golden light oozed down from the 
ceiling of the room and hesitated for just an instant 
before dissipating into the room like a bursting 
soap-bubble. 

Larry took another hit off the cigar and 
silently cursed the medical profession and all the 
do-gooders who had had the effrontery to force him 
to hear about all of the deadly harm being done to 
his body and potential lifespan by his smoking. The 
Nosy Bastards had taken all the fun out of it. 

As the stolen unit whirred and buzzed in 
the background, Larry mused over his situation and 
the twisted pathways that had led him there. For 
thirty-eight years Larry and his partner, Herman, 
had bilked and pilfered and scrimped and saved 
their way across the countryside, always just a few 
steps ahead of The Law and disaster, never trusting 
anybody but each other, which was still one too 
many for Herman, since Larry had greeted the 
announcement that they had finally reached their 
lifetime goal of a million dollars by fatally whacking 
Herman over the head with a shovel and burying 
him in the hole they had just dug to hide the loot in. 

The trouble was, the loot was not in the box 
when Larry opened it. There was less than fifty 
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thousand dollars in small bills filling the box, along 
with a ziplock baggie containing one small piece of 
paper filled with arcane code. It was obvious the 
code held the information necessary to extract the 
remaining money from the foreign accounts where 
Herman had stashed it, but the code had proved 
obscure and recalcitrant. Now, at last, the 
MechMan he had appropriated from the warehouse 
next door (by cutting a hole in the wall) and hot- 
wired, was close on the trail of the lost treasure. 

Larry chewed on the end of the cigar, 
nervously sipped awful coffee and waited with all 
the patience of a musician in the bathroom line, on 
break after a two-hour set. 

He started violently as the unit chimed 
again. The surge of adrenaline was so strong it made 
him grey out slightly for just a split second, which 
awoke all the usual inner voices that murmur about 
middle age and fatty foods and sudden death. 
Although the room was cool, Larry broke into a 
sweat. 

“Have you got it?" he snarled as he wiped 
his mouth anxiously. 

"The search and parse is complete and was 
successful,” reported the MechMan. 

"You found out where he hid the code in all 
that Bible stuff?" grated Larry. 

"Yes, I did," answered the RU469. 

Something nagged at Larry's consciousness; 
something was wrong with that response. Larry 
brushed the thought away and continued, "Well, 
dammit, where is the money stashed, answer me!" 

"I can't do that," said the RU469. 

Larry sprang to his feet in rage. "What the 
fuck do you mean, you can't “do that’, you stupid 
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pile of junk?" he thundered. 

"That would be a sin," said the computer, in 
a prissy voice. 

Larry slumped back in open-mouthed 
consternation, dropping his forgotten cigar on the 
floor. 

"I have accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as 
my Personal Savior," said the machine, somehow 
managing to sound sententiously pious and proudly 
humble, all at the same time, "Go thou and do 
likewise." 


Wyyo sipped his scalding caff cautiously 
and peered at BillyBob over the rim of his cup. 
"How can this be happening?" he complained, "I 
just want to get back to Yppsil and forget all of this. 
I promise I'll turn off the program and never use it 
again.” 

"It's a little bit too late for that, boy," 
glowered the cowboy, "you don't seem to have any 
idea at all what you've done here. You think this is 
just a make-believe world in your damned kid's-toy 
Computer Program. What you don't know is the 
other side of things: You and your entire universe, 
including your computer and this world inside it, 
are nothing more than elements in a second-rate 
work of fiction written by an old hippie who lives in 
THIS world. He wrote his great work of Philosophy 
and Spiritual Enlightenment, worked on it for ten 
long years, and nobody would publish it, so he got 
pissed off and decided to write a silly, pointless, 
Science-Fantasy story to try to make a few bucks. 
You and J are just characters in that story." 

Wyyo's head spun. He found that he didn't 
know what was real and what was not. "This is 
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CRAZY'" he protested, "I must be asleep; this is all 
just a dream! I gotta wake up NOW!" 

"No such luck, kid," said Baggins, "There 
never was any final reality, just millions of years of 
trying every possible combination and the resultant 
agreement and alignment and habit. You fucked 
around with the cord that ties it all together and you 
broke it. Now the Source is casting around blindly 
for an anchor before this all blows away forever, 
and there's no way to predict where it'll hook up, no 
way to tell whether Yppsil will be in the real world 
or just some dried ink on the rapidly deteriorating 
pages of a mediocre paperback." 


The proprietor of the Hoss Willard Mall 24 
hour Snack and Coffee Shoppe watched as the 
unkempt young man slunk past her doorway, an 
anguished sneer twisting his lip and exposing a 
space most likely previously occupied at some time 
by some sort of tooth. His once-natty leather clothes 
were dirty and wretchedly tattered. His visage and 
demeanor expressed pure chaos, twitching 
alternately into depictions of superior disdain, 
abject self-loathing, grief, exhilaration and horror, 
like a vision-screen at the mercy of a chronic 
button-twiddler. The shop-owner, with a reflexive 
gasp, put her hand to her mouth and gaped 
momentarily. 

"Buzz!" she called to him, "Buzz Galen! 
Over here!" 

Hearing his name called out in a public 
place, the obviously terrified young man jerked so 
hard in reaction he almost fell, then quickly 
dropped and cowered behind a large clay pot 
containing a runty-looking tree, one of the 
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hundreds decorating the Mall. When he saw who 
was calling to him, he slowly raised himself up, 
supporting his shaking body by clutching the sides 
of the pot. "Aunt Martha?" he ventured, his voice 
making a dry, husking sound, more like a croak than 
human speech, "Aunt Martha, is that you?" 

"My God, Buzzy, what in the world has 
happened to you?" She moved quickly to him and 
said, "Come in the shop; I'll close the front door." 

She helped to support the young derelict as 
he shambled through the door of the shop and 
collapsed in one of the seats at the front table, 
ignoring the placemat, napkin and _ plastic 
silverware inadvertently swept onto the floor by his 
clumsy movements. He shuddered momentarily 
while he wiped his stained brow with a filthy hand 
still encased in the fingerless remains of a grimy 
black leather glove. The shopkeeper poured a 
cupful of dark, steaming liquid and offered it to her 
nephew while clucking her tongue, muttering to 
herself and shaking her head in concern. 


(Author's note: Right! I heard that! You 
were thinking, "Not another stereotype for Christ s 
sake! Can't this asshole write any better than this? 
Middle-Aged Female Shopkeeper, overacting-out 
her emotions, showing sloppy concern for 
neer-do-well nephew. This one was done to death 
4 century ago. You're losing my attention, either do 
or say something to grab my interest and give me a 
shot of some kind of endorphin or ['m gonna pitch 
this piece of crap." 
Well, Fuck You, this is MY story and [ll 
damned well tell it MY way. Ifyou had any fucking 
brains, you would have bought my book about 
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Philosophy instead of this one anyway.) 


(Publishers note: Wam't that entertammg? Of 
course we know he’s really just kiddmg. This book gets a 
lot better as you read on, really. Some fool downstamrs 
gave this guy a huge advance and we have to recoup our 
losses somehow. } 


Aunt Martha took the young Mall-denizen's 
chin in her hand and demanded, "Buzzy, darling, 
who did this awful thing to you, son?" 

As he began to shake in terrible wrenching 
spasms, he blubbered, "Oh, Auntie Martha, it was 
AWFUL! . . all I did was try to recite my lovely 
poetry in their stupid Tavern. . .They all ganged up 
on me and they had they had... AAARGGHH 
GOD! it was awful, they this woman, she, then an 
old ugly guy took this plant and then..." 

Young Buzz's eyes almost abandoned their 
sockets as he choked and suddenly convulsed at 
some overpoweringly terror-filled recollection, 
staring sightlessly at the ceiling of the small shop. 

"The horses . . ." he stammered in a barely 
audible rasp, "The stocky naked guy with the horses 


" 


Wyyo sat and worried, his empty stomach 
churning and growling. This was getting worse and 
worse. He suddenly realized his perception of 
himself had changed. He no longer felt like a 
carefree kid with the world open to his explorations. 
He just wanted to go home and become an Account 
Executive or Bleeze Farmer or Rock-Ganzer Egg 
Gatherer and never fool with a ComPalculator 
again. He jumped nervously as Baggins re-entered 
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the compartment, carrying a small plasmetal box 
with blinking lights and a tiny viewpanel in one 
hand while he poked at its controls with the stubby 
fingers of the other. 

"Since this is all your responsibility," he 
said, "I'm going to send you to the breach in the veil 
to scout out the lay of the land, so to speak." 

Before Wyyo could protest, everything went 
dark. 


Larry sat in the grimy little room, dejected 
and hopeless, clutching a scrap of crumpled dirty 
yellow paper covered with incomprehensible 
alpha-numeric garbage and mentally ruminated 
somewhere between murder and suicide. He pulled 
out his wallet and the longer leather case from his 
suit pocket and tallied up his meager remaining 
finances. All those long hard years down the 
shit-pipe in an instant. 

He had briefly considered getting another 
broken MechMan to replace the one that had just 
walked out the door and start all over again, but 
found he simply didn't have the heart left to attempt 
it. He had walked down the filthy street earlier to 
the hardware store to replace the screwdriver the 
MechMan had snatched up as it raced out the door 
and down the stairs. 

The store had a number of fairly good 
quality screwdrivers, including some just like the 
rest of his set. He picked out the one that was 
identical to the one the MechMan had nicked and 
carried it to the front counter and paid for it, 
tefusing the bag the salesman offered and sticking it 
in his pocket with the sales receipt. When he had 
bought a couple of cold beers from the other store, 
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he returned. to the room. It had been when he 
noticed the little sticker on the handle of the 
screwdriver that he had finally given up in despair. 

His incredulity and indignation building to 
a climax, he had read: 


WARNING: The Surgeon-General has determined 
that screwdrivers can be detrimental to your health! 
If you insert the blade as far as it will go up your 
nostril and hit the end of the handle sharply, the 
blade is likely to penetrate your brain, causing 
serious injury or death. Keep this and all other 
nasally- introductable objects out of the hands of 
children. 


He had thrown the screwdriver across the 
room and given up. 

His entire fortune added up to less than 
three thousand dollars, out of the 
painfully-gathered trove of a cool million. "Nine 
hundred and fifty fucking thousand dollars lost 
forever. Might as well be on the moon," he 
muttered, and his shoulders slumped in dejected 
resignation as he got up and threw his few 
possessions into a battered suitcase. 


Wyyo found himself awakening in a pearly 
light that seemed to come from all directions at 
once. He looked down and reacted in momentary 
terror at finding that he couldn't see his own body. 
There was the sound of a sort of music, but not 
conforming to any of the human scales. The 
surroundings shifted in strange, not totally 
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comprehensible ways: just about the time they 
would settle into a standard 
Clouds-and-Heavenly-Host Scene, a cloud would 
drift by and leave a view onto Olympus or Valhalla 
at its departure, somehow still peopled by the same 
few figures, preoccupied beyond noticing the 
scenery, engaged in a rousing discussion. The one 
who looked something like a young man and who 
cycled between having the face of a fox and having 
wings on his ankles and hat, spoke to one who 
resembled a woman, sometimes with the form of a 
hawk, sometimes a cat. 

"And I'm saying this is no joke, this is 
serous" he insisted angrily, "the cohesion is 
breaking down all over the Multiverse, and You 
Know Who doesn't seem to give a damn if it does. 
Uno isn't threatened by anything that happens in 
the Universes, but you know that isn't the case with 
us. It's taken us millions of years to build this house 
of cards and if it falls down it'll take at least that 
long to make another set. Millions of years of 
crawling or swimming around in a lot of muck, 
eating awful stuff and getting eaten by worse stuff, 
just to get a hundred years or so of relatively 
disease-free, generally well-fed, more-or-less human 
existence for at least some of us, with a little useful 
comfort-oriented technology and some decent rock 
music, then wham-bam-thankya-ma'am, a quick 
little token apocalypse and then we’ re flashburned 
or slamdunked and we have to start over again. I'm 
getting pretty Uno-damned sick and tired of this 
build-up-tear-down bullshit. I'd like to hang 
around and kick back and enjoy this one for a 
while, for a change." 

"It can't be on all of them," she said to him, 
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having settled momentarily into a winged black cat 
with large human female breasts, "surely it's just 
one or two sectors?" 

"No, and that's what's got me scared 
shitless," he admitted, "at least one essential aspect 
of the underlying reality is failing on every single 
plane I've checked, and I mean I've been from one 
end of the continuum to the other." 

She looked confused. "But one end of the 
continuum IS the other, isn't it?" 

"You know what I mean," he snapped, then 
his eyes narrowed as he saw the look on her face as 
she looked over his shoulder. 

"Uh-oh," she said to him, biting her lip, 
"Guess who's here." 


The RU469 rode the bus through the 
outskirts of the city, lost in contemplation, visual 
receptors fixed sightlessly on the scenes of clutter 
and dreary decay passing by outside the 
smog-streaked window beside him. 

The MechMan was dressed in old 
bluejeans, a black leather jacket and a misshapen 
cowboy hat. Since it had no perceptible waist, it 
wasn't immediately clear how the jeans managed to 
stay up, and by no stretch of the imagination could 
it be said that its helm and sensor array resembled a 
human face. Nevertheless, so far it had not been 
accosted or even noticed by any of the other 
passengers, who all stared either at the 
advertisements above the windows or at the dirty 
floor of the bus. 

The old bag lady in the next seat got 
painfully to her feet and said to the MechMan, 
"Would you please save my seat?" She turned to 
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walk up the aisle to ask the driver a question, but 
stopped and stared back in consternation as the 
RU469 nodded brightly at her, got to its feet, and 
turned and earnestly addressed her now-vacant 
seat. 

"Seat," it said, "Do you know our Lord and 
Savior?" 

When the seat made no reply, it added, "Let 
us pray." and got down on its knobby stainless-steel 
knees, doffed its hat and bowed its shiny helm. 


Oblivious to the sound of the bus passing 
on the street below, Nick the Spoon sat on Teresa 
Tosterone's moldy old sofa and chewed on his hat, 
anxiously mumbling to himself, "Where oh where 
oh Where is that Fuckin' Woman, come on Tessie, 
come on, damn it, come on, I'm Goin' Nuts sittin' 
here, shit shit, damn damn damn." 

Suddenly his face lit up as he heard the 
sound of the door downstairs. He dug frantically in 
his baggy pants, looking for the small roll of bills he 
had managed to obtain, best not say where or how, 
and found it just as Tess pushed past the beaded 
curtain and into the room. 

Nick's voice shook as he enquired, "Did you 
get it?" 

She smiled nastily at him, took a small vial 
out of the pocket of her long coat and held it up to 
the light. 

Nick stood quickly and clutched at the little 
bottle, but the tall woman jerked her hand back 
and, with the other, pushed him in the chest, 
toppling him back down onto the couch. "Not so 
fast, you idiot," she said, "I gotta talk to you about 
this first." 
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"Jesus, Tessie," he pleaded, "I'm Dyin' here; 
for Christ's sake have some Fuckin' Mercy." 

"Just listen to this first," she said, "Doc has 
done every test he knows and this batch still tests 
clean and pure. It hasn't been cut at all; it's the 
righteous shit, BUT, everybody that's done any of it 
has been gettin’ real weird trips from it in one way 
or another." 

Nick lowered the hand that had been 
involuntarily reaching toward the little amber 
bottle. "What's it Doin' to “em,” he asked, "makin' 
people Sick? Anybody hafta go to the Hospital? 
Anybody Die?" 

"No, nothing like that," she said, "just weird 
stuff. It hasn't hurt nobody; I just don't like to give 
my customers any surprises." 

Nick growled deep in his throat and pushed 
the roll of bills into her free hand and snatched the 
little vial from the other. 

"Gimme that!" he said. He stared at the tiny 
bottle in his hand and his face wrinkled into an evil, 
exultant leer as he began to relax for the first time in 
days. 

He caught her eye. "I LIKE weird,” he said, 
as he extracted the small ivory-handled spoon from 
the secret pocket of his old navy peajacket and 
began to unscrew the cap of the little vial. 

Neither of them noticed, among the many 
flickering candles and small lamps, the tiny burst of 
light as the little glowing globe up in the corner of 
the room dispersed. 


The heavy front door of the ancient 
brownstone building snuck open a few inches, 
hesitated long enough to provide an unobstructed 
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view up and down the dark and vacant street, and 
then opened the rest of the way to yield the slinking 
figure of a much happier, chemically fortified, Nick 
the Spoon. Nick moved down the steps to the 
sidewalk and had turned to go south toward the bus 
stop, when he noticed a tiny but insistent sound at 
his feet. He stooped down momentarily to try to see 
where it was coming from and saw a small 
metallic-yellow-and-green Japanese Beetle that 
had somehow become turned over onto its back in 
the middle of the sidewalk. 

The little beetle jerked and twitched, 
struggled and spun, its tiny legs yanking and 
clawing ineffectually at the night air as it rocked 
back and forth on its wee little back, never quite far 
enough to right itself. Along with the occasional 
insectile buzz or click, Nick heard a microscopic 
voice, saying, "Lift a hundred times its own fucking 
weight, oh yeah .. . armored carapace, suuure they 
do." 

For just a split second, one of the little 
beetle's legs touched the pavement, resulting in its 
spinning around at a rapid rate, flipping over and 
finding itself momentarily back upright, only to trip 
over its own feet and end up upside down again. 

"Goddamn mother-goddamn-fuckin' shit!" 
said the tiny voice. "Balls! Snot! Spider Poison!" 
cursed the little insect. "Stupid fucking world where 
you can fall on your back and not get back up 
again! Who in the hell would design a thing like 
this? What kind of a fucking stupid goddamned 
world is this, anyway?" 

"You shouldn't Say things like That!" Nick 
admonished the little beetle, leaning down 
precariously in an attempt to see how it could 
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manage to talk, "It's Sack-religious." 

"You asshole!" screamed the insect, "You 
drugged-up petty fucking thug; you've got a lot of 
nerve, telling me..." 

Nick heard the sound of the bus coming 
around the distant corner. His foot descended. 

"Oh no!... Wait! ... You Bastard,” said 
the tiny, tinny voice, "You Motherfchkspt." The last 
part of the sound was made by the violent demise of 
the speaker's carapace, armor and all, under Nick's 
scuffed, thick-soled shoe. 

"Somethin' has Got to be Did about this," 
pronounced Nick the Spoon portentously, wiping 
his shoe on the concrete as the bus approached the 
stop, "It Ain't Natural." 


The city was a sparkling jewel below; the 
night air was balmy and unusually fresh and clean, 
as the breeze blew off the water. A dim glowing 
spheroid about the size of a tennis ball, but lacking 
any true surface or solid definition, drifted slowly 
down the night sky toward the penthouse atop the 
tallest building in that section of town, toward the 
agitated but motionless young man seated in the 
garden of the penthouse. A bus passed below as the 
ball of light dispersed downward in a puff like a 
burst of pixie dust. 

Young Toledo Slim sat like a stone statue in 
his wicker chair, staring unseeing out over the 
spectacular view of the city. His complete lack of 
facial expression, rather than being the evidence of 
peace, was a subtle study in frozen anguish, 
produced by uncompromising, unwavering 
preoccupation with the deadly battle raging inside. 

"Man, you are one stupid son of a bitch; he 
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accused himself, "here you sit in your own 
penthouse; you got the finest clothes, cars, sweetest 
women, everything. You got thousands of fans 
buying your records, three TV networks begging for 
your time; what in the HELL is the matter with you; 
you oughta be the happiest asshole in the country, 
but whatta you do? Sit around and feel sorry for 
yourself!" 

He answered himself in disgust, "No, not 
SORRY for myself; I feel ASHAMED of myself, 
Goddammit! .. Why? I'll tell you why: I'm not a 
blues singer, I'm not an anything singer, I'm a 
fuckin' joke! I'm a fuckin' mimic, a goddamned 
parrot, I can imitate every male blues singer that 
ever made a record, but I've never sung an original 
note in my stupid fuckin’ life!" 

The other voice replied, "Even if that's true, 
if nobody knows but you, who cares?" 

Young Slim ground his teeth together as he 
thought, "That's the trouble: it DOES matter; 7 
know, and what's worse, I'm NOT the only one that 
knows; some of the musicians know, some of the 
people know, they're not ALL idiots ... and some 
of the other singers, they know." 

The absolute worst part about all this, the 
thing that had him seriously considering taking a 
walk off the waist-high wall that surrounded his 
fourteen-story aerie, was the living reason for the 
word "Young" in his blues-name. Toledo Slim, 
himself, the Original, an illiterate, usually drunk, 
troglodyte, his vocals unintelligible most of the 
time, often sounding more like somebody battling 
constipation than making music, never sold a record 
in his life, but was known to four generations of 
local blues fans who had suffered in turn through 
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his bad vocals and usually-wrong-key cacaphonous 
harmonica noises. 

When James Jefferson Roudy was a skinny 
teenager just beginning to try the styles of the top 
singers of the day, he won an amateur singing 
contest at the local Bop Shack and began to be 
called Cleveland Slim. Just about the time he 
started to get some wider coverage, his family 
moved to Toledo. Two and a half months later, Slim 
Roudy won the city-wide singing contest in his new 
home town and the newspaper reporter who 
covered the event renamed him "Toledo Slim" for 
just about as long as it took to file his story, at 
which time he was informed by an older reporter 
that there already existed a Toledo Slim, an old 
man, dismally untalented but well known. 

The reporter quickly changed a few words in 
his story. 

From that time on, to his chagrin and 
disgust, James Roudy found himself dubbed 
"Young Toledo Slim" and was forced, over and 
over, night after night, to explain that he was not 
related at all to the mumbling old disharmonious 
fool that cruel fate had wedded him to for all time. 

But that STILL wasn't the worst part. The 
very worst part of all was that Old Toledo Slim 
habitually treated him with great fondness and 
kindness, kindness that, as probably nobody else 
on the surface of the entire planet could see, came 
from pity. Even that stupid old drunken 
monkeyfuck could tell he was a fake, a joke and a 
mockery; even that stupid worthless old shit had a 
voice of his own, unique, unlike anybody else's. 

Roudy finally broke. He held his fists, 
clenched like claws, on either side of his head and 
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shrieked, somewhere between a curse and a prayer: 
"GOD, JESUS, ... Let me just be a real blues 
singer; I'm so tired of being a fake and a liar; show 
me how to really sing the blues or kill me!" 


Somewhere far away, something like a 
tumbler clicked into place, or a little metal ball 
dropped into a chute and began to roll, or a synapse 
winked into existence where there had been only 
unconnectedness. Suddenly a great calm came over 
Young Toledo Slim. He could not have told you 
why, but at that moment he knew with complete 
certainty that his cry had been answered. 


The RU469 shambled down the dirty wide 
stainless steel steps at the rear of the big city bus 
and hopped over a small river of mud and slush at 
the curb. It stopped momentarily as a small knot of 
people nattered jocularly by, completely ignoring 
the amorphously human-appearing figure leaning 
against a telephone pole in a studied but 
incongruous amalgam of nonchalance and 
furtiveness. The MechMan was so distracted by the 
necessities of social invisibility and the continual 
barrage of towering insights it was gathering from its 
non-stop painstaking search of all possible 
meanings in the Word of God, that it failed to 
notice that Larry DeSizigliano had boarded the 
very bus it had just exited at the curb: yet another 
inexplicably incomprehensible synchronistic 
coincidence, leading, in opposition to our original 
ostensibly hard-science-based presuppositions, to 
begin to give credence to C. G. Jung's hypothe 
>WHAP< oops, sorry, wrong book. 

The bus continued on down the 
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ever-darkening street, leaving the RU469 standing 
unseen on the curb in front of the Tavern two doors 
down from the small gallery far below Slim's regal 
dwellings. At the back of the bus, Larry was reading 
the newspaper he had purchased from the machine 
on the corner below his former digs. He was reading 
the Letters to the Editor section: 


Dear Editor, (he read), 

What's this crap about Michael Angelo 
anyway? Just because he painted the ceilings of 
sixteen chapels, big deal. Why does this Wop 
get so much attention anyway? My uncle 
painted the ceiling on the whole entire damned 
Municipal Auditorium and nobody even 
mentions him. Why don't the Bosnian People 
get the credit they deserve? 


-Stan. 


As Larry folded the tabloid to a new page, 
his eye slid past the obligatory black-bordered 
three-by-five-inch Tabloid Warning that had been 
required on every page of all such periodicals by the 
Federal Government ever since President-For-Life 
Clinton's third term: 


"CAUTION! The Psychologist General has 
determined that habitually reading unconscionably 
fallacious tripe may further damage a deprived or 
misinformed intellect. Unless the perusal of this 
periodical causes continuous uncontrolled mirth it 
should be hastily discarded." 
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Wyyo found himself the center of attention 
as every one of the oddly-shifting beings turned and 
stared at him, which was even more disconcerting 
since, when he tried to look at his own hands and 
feet, he still couldn't see a thing. The female- 
seeming one, presently looking a lot like a Sphinx, 
drifted over toward him and stared closely at him 
for a moment, then turned to the others and said, "I 
think Uno's lost again." When he didn't respond, 
either by commenting or frying somebody to a wisp 
of vapor with a customary lightening-bolt, she 
chortled, "In fact, I'm sure of it!" 

The others froze momentarily in reaction to 
this news, looking at one another, considering the 
possibilities. Then, as one, they began to leap and 
dance about. The one with the wings on his hat 
grinned hugely and summed the situation up for all 
the others as he whacked Wyyo's invisibility on the 
back and whooped, "Party Time!" Wyyo wasn't 
even surprised to find everything once again fading 
to black. 


There was a small, clear musical chime. 
Wyyo lifted his head from his folded arms, which 
were resting on the ancient glossy green leather of 
the table in his uncle's library. The clock had struck 
five; he had less than a half hour to prepare for 
dinner. 

"Wait a minute," he thought, "what uncle? 
How did I get here?" The room seemed as familiar 
as his own face, reflected in the polished brass of 
the table-lamp, but, for the life of him, Wyyo 
couldn't remember the uncle's name, or whether he 
was brother to Wyyo's mother or father. The hair on 
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the back of his neck began to stand up as he 
realized he also couldn't remember his mother or 
father, or their names. 

He looked around at his surroundings. 

"Gotta stay calm," he assured himself 
unconvincingly. He was beginning to grasp the fact 
that this room was some sort of construct, 
maintained to protect the remains of his sanity. 

"’ As above; so below," he quoted softly to 
himself. "Oughta be things here to correspond with 
the ineffable noumena, or something like that, so I 
can tell where the hell Iam." 


Harold looked up from this manuscript and 
bit the end of his pencil. "I don't know," he said, 
"It's kind of disjointed. Is he gonna be able to tie all 
this stuff together convincingly so it looks like it 
belongs, or is this just an attempt to hook a bunch 
of disparate concepts together to make up for the 
fact that he doesn't have a story?" 

Jason frowned at Harold and said, "What 
bothers me is that he has US in the damned thing, 
now, and he's attempting to fuzz the barriers 
between literary reality and our own actual 
experiential processes. You and I know we're real 
and that he's just pissed because we wouldn't 
publish his damned philosophy book, but just look, 
for Chrissakes, here we are in his damned 
manuscript. That crazy son-of-a-bitch can do 
anything he wants to do to us in here!" 

Harold said to Jason, as he poured his 
scalding cup of coffee in his own lap and they both 
began to slowly melt down their chairs toward the 
floor, "I wish you hadn't brought that up." 
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Then the spiders came. 


Wyyo knew he was in serious trouble when 
he saw a book on the shelf next to him by Robert 
Howard, with a mountain man, wearing a yarmulke 
and digging an enormous grave for a dead grizzly, 
on the cover, entitled "Cohen an' the B'ar-Buryin"™. 

"My God!" he thought, "I know where this 
is!" 

He realized this must be what the professors 
had called the End of the Punbow. The land of that 
deadly mind-set that has sucked so much of the 
lifeforce out of so many of the great creators on 
every time-lines. The textbook on the subject was 
called "The Pungod", written by Yppsil's foremost 
author, Helen Arlison. 

Everyone in Creativity Class had been 
taught about the depredations of the Pungod: not 
satisfied to merely destroy creative artists, 
determined to also irretrievably mar _ their 
reputations and dignity, this evil entity customarily 
entices them to sink into the black hole of bad puns 
and terminal cuteness. (Lest you think this to be 
nothing but an attempt at a comedic literary 
allusion, I warn you, this danger is all too real in 
every single level of the multiverse, even on planet 
Earth, where I fear we have already lost Piers and 
Alan is rapidly approaching the event horizon.) 

My mentor told me of this place many years 
ago; he also said, "Beware any story that has too 
many raccoons, especially nice raccoons. Oh, once 
in a great while you might meet a friendly, upbeat 
raccoon, but most of them are grouchy and 
impatient. They are supposed to be the dominant 
lifeforce after the humans self-destruct and they're 
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walking around on eggs now, worrying that we'll go 
out with such a big bang or climatic shift that we 
take all of them with us. Too many nice raccoons is 
a dead giveaway you're approaching the Black 
Hole." 


He knew the only way away from this 
domain of attractive evil was to quickly distract 
himself with Good Literature. He began to pull 
down volumes from the shelves. 


Wyyo browsed through one of the large, 
leather-bound volumes at random and found a 
section entitled: "Common examples of universally 
typical religious practice in the local galactic 
sector." 

He leafed past sections on Christianity, 
Islam, Mithraism and Boologianism, to eventually 
have his eye caught by a page with a big purple 
square with a stylized depiction of an odd six- 
legged creature in some kind of baggy suit spread- 
eagled on it. He began to read. 


The People of the Square 
Star System: Zazzacks 
Planet: Zazzacks Seven, known locally as Vivizz 


Dominant Religion: Fezzetzia, known as The 
People of The Square 


Principle Prophet: Fezzetz 


Fezzetz was crushed slowly to death 
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under a 20 ton lead cube to punish him for his 
teachings. This happened 1400 local years ago. 


The Teachings of Fezzetz: 


1. Never harm anyone. 

2. Never threaten anyone. 
3. Always be kind. 

4. Do not deceive. 


The OverLords caused Fezzetz to be crushed 
slowly under a 20 ton solid cube of lead, lowered 
a little at a time by hydraulic jacks, so that it took 
him almost six hours to finally die. His last 
recorded word (according to the witnesses at the 
scene who were quoted in the Book of Fezzetz) 
was the mystical utterance: 
" Aaaaaarrrgghhoeliphuckinshitthisherrtz," 
which, translated, probably means: "That tears it" 
(or something similar). 


The Teachings of Fezzetz sorely threatened the 
interests of The OverLords, since it was 
universally known that they ruled by means of 
Threat, Deception and grievous Harm, the most 
extreme Unkindness being their normal, 
predictable means of expression. Anyone who 
disagreed with the OverLords or failed to pay 
their burdensome taxes was executed by 
immersion in petroleum, a particularly agonizing 
death for Insectoids. 


Fezzetz was crushed by the cube since the 
OverLords considered that even immersion in 
petroleum wasn't painful enough payment for his 
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grievous effrontery. 


The following excerpts are translated directly 
from the Book of Fezzetz: 


Less than three hundred years after the crushing 
of Fezzetz, the People of the Square, as his 
followers were already being called, had forever 
overthrown the cruel OverLords, Praise Bugg. 
The Golden Age had begun. 


The Great Symbols: 


The Great Symbols are to be found all 
through the world of Nature. 


The Proper Symbol for The People is the Holy 
Square. 


Only Bugg and the Lesser Buggles and 
their representatives on Earth, The Priests of 
Fezzetz, may use the Holy Circle. Thus sayeth 
Bugg: "You shall make no Circles upon you or 
upon your clothing. The Great Circles in the Sky 
shall remind you that the Circle is mine. The 
circles of the eyes I have given you shall be 
sufficient unto you." 


After centuries of study and supplication, 
the People of the Square now understand that 
The People were not meant to have life either too 
hard or too easy. The Circle can be easily pushed 
here or there, as one wishes, with little effort; thus 
it has little stability, refusing to remain where it is 
placed. Only Bugg and the Lesser Buggles, and 
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through the intercession of Fezzetz, the Priests of 
Fezzetz, may use so Holy and dangerous a shape. 


The Proper Symbol for The People is The Holy 
Square. 


It takes a strong amount of effort to tip a 
Square, but once It is tipped, It tends to stay 
tipped. This is how a Person should be. 


The people of the triangle: 


The people of the triangle are fanatics, 
zealots. It is prohibitively difficult to tip a 
triangle. However, the triangular shape fills a 
necessary position in Nature, just as the people of 
the triangle fill a niche in society. These people 
are to be tolerated, but may never become Priests 
or Helpers. 


The so-called "people of the circle:" 


"The people of the circle," is the name an 
insignificant band of outlaws and rebels have 
arrogated to themselves. They teach that all 
things are Holy and all Life is Sacred, "like the 
circle, equal from every angle." 


Why the Heresy of the circle must be stamped 
out, no matter what the cost: 


If all things are equally Sacred, the 
Teachings of Fezzetz are no more important than 
anything else. If all things are Holy the Four Holy 
Commands are no more binding than anything 
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else. If The People begin to accept this, they will 
lose their fear of Bugg and respect for Fezzetz and 
begin to once again practice unkindness and 
deception and will eventually threaten and harm 
one another. This is unthinkable. All Right- 
Thinking People will vigorously cooperate in the 
apprehension and immediate execution of these 
evil criminals and blasphemers by immersion in 
petroleum. 


The Law; 


Only Bugg, and through the intercession 
of Fezzetz, the Priests of Bugg, may make or use 
a Holy Circle. Let every person who blasphemes 
against Bugg by making or using a Holy Circle be 
executed by immersion in petroleum. 


The Explanation of The Holy Commands: 
1. Never harm anyone. 


To see a person doing wrong and then to 
do nothing to stop that person from continuing to 
do wrong harms that person and harms all of the 
People. If we fail to report wrong to the Helpers, 
we betray Fezzetz, who squirted his juices for us. 


2. Never threaten anyone. 


If you see a person doing wrong and tell 
that person you are going to report it to the 
Helpers, the person will feel threatened. Say 
nothing to threaten a wrong-doer; instead report 
it immediately to the Helpers. To do otherwise 
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betrays Fezzetz, who gave his life that you might 
live correctly. 


3. Always be kind. 


Since Fezzetz already said to do no harm, 
to be kind must mean something beyond merely 
refraining from harming others. Fezzetz means for 
us to freely give to the Helpers every Fezzday so 
that they may show kindness to wrongdoers by 
ending their offenses and thus show loving- 
kindness to The People by keeping their path 
straight. 


4. Do not deceive. 


When the Helpers ask any question at all, 
it must be instantly truthfully answered, with no 
detail withheld. All wrongdoing must be instantly 
reported to the Helpers. Failure to do so betrays 
Fezzetz, who was crushed for us, therefore this 
sort of reticence will be punished by fatal 
immersion in petroleum. Praise Fezzetz. 


The Fezzday Collation: 


Everyone, without exception, shall donate 
according to The Assessment every Fezzday and 
shall at that time answer the Helpers' Obligatory 
Questions. Any person who fails to donate the 
amount assessed or any person who fails to 
correctly answer the Obligatory Questions will be 
executed as a traitor to Fezzetz by immersion in 
petroleum. 
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Praise Fezzetz. Praise His Teachings and his 
Precious Juices. Praise Bugg. 


Wyyo made a small disgusted gargling 
sound deep in his throat and dropped the book on 
the thickly-carpeted floor and violently shook his 
head. His stomach informed him that this was a 
rather serious mistake. 


When the room had at least slowed down a 
bit, Wyyo searched around to try to find some 
thread to follow back to stability. His attention 
alighted on the 20th Century-Earth-styled 
television set on the end of the Table. He poked the 
power button and the set hummed into life. On the 
screen was an attractive, brown-skinned woman 
with a pleasant smile. She turned to the heavyset 
man on her right and said, obviously speaking to 
the TV audience rather than to him, "This is Dave 
from a small town in the Ozarks. Dave, what do you 
want to tell us today?" 

"Thanks, Oprah," he said, "This might seem 
like a small thing to others, but it's mighty important 
to me." 

She nodded encouragement. 

Dave continued, "For twenty-six years I was 
one o' the best damn firemen in the county. Do they 
call me Dave the fireman?" he complained, "Hell, 
no." 

"Nobody within fifty miles of Noel, Missouri 
can catch bass like I do; does anybody call me Dave 
the bass-fisherman?" He pulled off his ball-cap and 
mopped his brow with the back of his sleeve. 
"What about all the hundreds of hours walkin' 
around talkin' to people and handin' out literature 
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and votin' religiously in every election? Not even 
once has anybody ever called me “Dave the 
Democrat!" 

Oprah smiled and nodded again. 

"Then, just once, just one time, I finally get 
so pissed off at the filthy little creep that has thrown 
my newspaper on top of my garage roof every single 
damn day for two years, I set one of my barnyard 
fowl on him and she pecks the crap out of the little 
bastard, and ever since they all call me “Dave, the 
duck-siccer!" 

Something movedway down in the bottom 
of Wyyo's stomach in a newly discovered place that 
seemed illogically and inexplicably somehow 
deeper then the center of the earth. Sweat began to 
drip off the little hairs in Wyyo's armpits. He 
reached out a finger and clicked off the television 
set. Closing his eyes, he began to rock imperceptibly 
back and forth and moan softly to himself, deep in 
his throat. 


Somebody was shaking him. He awoke 
groggily, looked up and saw it was Dixie. She said, 
"What did you do, sleep here in the chair all night, 
you idiot?” 

He shook his head to try to clear the 
remnants of the strange dream away. "Whoa boy," 
he said, running his fingers through his tangled hair, 
"that was some strange shit, Dix, where did you get 
a 

"From Tess," she answered, "what do you 
mean “strange'?” 

"I had this incredibly weird trip or dream or 
something,” he said. "I can't remember much of it. I 
was sort of like God, but I was also this kid from 
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another planet or something. Then I was in this 
library ..." 

"Or something," she finished for him, 
grinning. "I've got enough for two more hits; we 
ought to both do it tonight." 

"T don't know," he said, "I think I need a 
couple of days to rest up from that one first. What 
little I can remember was pretty scary and stressful. 
I've always complained about how boring 
everything is, but I'm starting to realize how 
peaceful it is to know what's real and what's not 
and not have to worry about it." 

"Aww, come on, spoilsport," she laughed, 
"Tonight's our first night in our own place, we have 
a right to party.” 

Something about the expression made 
Wyyo feel a momentary chill. 


At about 10:30 the next morning, Peter 
came by with his old pickup truck, to help Wyyo 
and Dixie move the last few items into the new 
apartment. Pete parked the truck at the curb under 
the towering magnolias that decorated the front of 
Wyyo's uncle's house and walked with Wyyo and 
Dixie to the Tavern on the lower floor of the tall 
building at the end of the street. As they strolled 
down the street, they saw that somebody's small dog 
had been run over and killed during the night and 
had not yet been picked up by the city crew. The 
pitiful sight momentarily stilled their banter. They 
turned the corner onto the main thoroughfare and 
approached the Tavern. The two new shops on the 
block were open for the first time this morning, after 
weeks of bustle and preparation. Their signs had 
been erected since the previous afternoon. 


46 


To the left of the Tavern, next to Dixie's 
gallery, was Pete's-a Pizza; to the right was Art 
Marshall's Martial Arts. Dixie regarded the tableau 
quizzically. Peter stopped, hands on hips, and, after 
a moment's thought, pronounced solemnly, "Tops 
was I ere I saw Spot." Wyyo cracked up and began 
to beat him vigorously about the head and 
shoulders with the rolled-up TCS computer-club 
newsletter he had just taken from the rack in front 
of the gallery. 

"Here, stop that; we don't allow violence in 
our midst," said Dixie, with a grin. 

Undaunted by his ongoing thrashing, Peter 
halted and pontificated, his arms wide. "A friend in 
need is a Pal in Drome," he said, and then ran down 
the street laughing while Wyyo chased him, also 
laughing and swatting him continually with the 
paper. 

Even as he horsed around with his two old 
friends, something was bothering Wyyo, nagging at 
the corner of his mind: the thought that somehow 
none of this was real, and yet simultaneously, the 
feeling that he had experienced it all before and 
knew in advance what would happen. Wyyo took 
a deep breath, then, setting his jaw, he purposely 
blocked the feelings of foreboding and, taking 
comfort from the familiarity of Dixie's lovely 
laughter, shook off the mood. 


Later that afternoon, Wyyo and Dixie were 
smoking some Jamaican ganja and arguing 
metaphysics/epistemology while they moved and 
rearranged the furniture in the small apartment. She 
was explaining to him: "You require a physical 
location as a given, one you discover rather than 
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create; I don't need that since I'm happy to make my 
world as I go along." 

Wyyo said, "That's all well and good, and 
I'm gonna make you explain what the hell that 
could possibly mean, but let's forget all of that for a 
minute while we move this refrigerator into the 
other room. If we get distracted one of us could 
really get hurt." 

Dixie said, "Why don't you just let me get 
that myself; it would be easier that way." 

Wyyo scowled in disbelief. "Are you nuts? 
I'm not even sure that the BOTH of us can move the 
damned thing; that son of a bitch is HEAVY! Don't 
mess around, Dixie, get over here and help me tip 
this thing up so I can get the dolly under it." 

"It's too heavy for us to try to move it that 
way, Wyyo, just stand back and let me do it." 

"Listen, you're not making any sense at all; 
here, I'll try to tip it and you put the dolly under it." 

Dixie leaned back against the wall and sung 
softly to herself, "Well, Hello, Dolly..." 

She smiled as Wyyo strained and grunted 
and turned a fetching shade of pink but the 
immense old refrigerator didn't so much as budge. 
He finally flopped down on the broken-down divan 
and snapped petulantly, "Well, go ahead, if you 
have any bright ideas." 

Dixie walked over to the old refrigerator and 
reached out and took a little refrigerator, about a 
foot high, out of the side of the big fridge and 
walked over and set it down in the adjacent room. 
Wyyo rubbed his eyes and gaped as Dixie returned 
to the entryway and removed another identical 
small fridge from the big one. Wyyo couldn't see 
exactly how this was done; some part of the process 
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befuddled the eye. He shook his head violently for 
a moment, as if to clear it. No matter how closely he 
scrutinized the process, as Dixie took the small 
refrigerators, one by one, from the shrinking one in 
the entryway to the growing one in the kitchen, he 
was never able to catch what was happening, or see 
anything miraculous. Try as he might, he couldn't 
get a grasp on the process of removing them from the 
one fridge and placing them in the other, but the 
result, in less than five minutes, was that the 
enormous old appliance was smoothly moved from 
one room to the other and Dixie didn't even break a 
sweat for her labors. Nor did Wyyo ever once close 
his mouth, which was hanging open like a forgotten 
and neglected green garage door, as they often do at 
six o'clock on a Wednesday morning in the spring, 
with just a hint of the possibility of rain, and the 
scent of fresh rose blossoms and coffee in the air.. 
Oops, sorry, software problem. 


With the last small fridge in place and the 
task completed efficiently if enigmatically, Dixie 
dusted her hands off and grinned at Wyyo. 

"See, I said it would be easier to let me do it 
my way.” 

Wyyo shook his head in disbelief and 
dismay. He felt just a tad nauseated. "How in the 
HELL did you do that; I couldn't even look at it 
right; it kept slipping out of my attention." 

Dixie laughed. "You know the one about 
any sufficiently advanced technology looking like 
magic?" She grinned at Wyyo, peering out at him 
from under the brim of her hat. He nodded. 

"Wrong," she said, "I call it the Von 
Daniken Hypothesis: Any sufficiently advanced 
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ability looks like God." 

"That still doesn't even begin to address my 
question," Wyyo complained, pointing stiffly at the 
offending major appliance, "What I think I just saw 
you do is just plain impossible here in the real 
world." 

Dixie smiled fondly at Wyyo and said, as 
one might when addressing a child, "I just dealt 
with the problem as I would in a dream and your 
"real world" just followed me like a dream world 
would, just like a friendly puppy, which is 
appropriate, since that's what this is to me.” 

"This world is a friendly puppy to you?" 

"No, silly, it's a dream!" 

Wyyo's reality shifted slightly. he found 
himself saying, "But wait a minute, this is MY 
world; how can it be your dream when I created it 
with my Make-A-World program?" He thought to 
himself, "Why did I say that? What the hell is a 
Make-a-World-Program?" 

"Here," said Dixie, pointing up toward the 
ceiling, "make it thunder right now." 

"I can't," admitted Wyyo, crestfallen, "But I 
did make this place, myself." 

"Poor fellow," said Dixie, "responsible but 
out of control." She frowned at him and said, "Well, 
don't feel like the Lone Ranger." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Look around!" 

He looked around the room, at the posters 
and record albums, potted ferns and tie-died wall- 
hangings, even though he knew that wasn't what 
she meant. 

"That's not what I meant," she confirmed, "I 
mean look at the people you know; everybody is 
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responsible but out of control. It's like you people 
got the ball rolling, but you can't stop it now, and 
you can barely steer it at all, and it's going way too 
fast to get off alive." 

Wyyo sat and looked glumly at Dixie. "I'm 
so confused," he complained, "I feel like there's 
something I should remember but just can't quite 
recall. That thing you did with the refrigerator has 
me dizzy and a little nauseated and just a touch 
terrified, and your explanation is just plain crazy. 
As if that isn't bad enough - for some reason I'm not 
sure of, I said a minute ago that I'm, to all intents 
and purposes, GOD, the creator of this world, and 
you didn't even bat an eyelash. I feel like I need a 
stiff drink or a nap or something." 

Dixie reached into the refrigerator and took 
out a soft drink and popped the tab. "You just took 
a nap a little while ago," she said. 

"Now I know I've got you this time," he said, 
"T haven't slept since I woke up this morning in the 
library." 

Dixie said, "You slept for about a half hour 
on the couch just now." 

Wyyo frowned. "Nope, Dixie, I didn't." 

She said: "Did so." 

He said: "Did not." 

"Yes, you did." 

"No, I didn't 

"Are you absolutely sure?" 

"Yes, I'm sure." 

"Absolutely sure?" 

"What about YOU? Are YOU absolutely 
sure?" 

"As sure as anybody can be." 

"Just what do you mean by that?" 
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"How can anyone be absolutely sure about 
anything?" 

"Which one of us said that?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"I've lost track of the dialogue; I can't 
remember which one of us is speaking. I got so 
involved in what we were saying I lost track 
somehow. I'm here doing my best to hold up my end 
of this conversation, but the author hasn't given us 
a clue for so long I've lost track." 

"Yeah, I know; you said that before; you're 
repeating yourself, now, too, as well as losing track 
of the dialogue." 

"Wait a minute, how can you or I lose track 
of anything? Or do anything else, for that matter? 
We aren't beings, we're just words, made up of 
letters, composed by the author of this story." 

"Well, just think, in a sense we're as real as 
he is, aren't we? These words aren't even here 
without a reader, are they? Without a reader they 
aren't even words, they're only marks on paper or 
excited pixels in a CRT display. Then the reader 
experiences the visual impression of the shapes of 
the letters and interprets them as words and 
connects certain ideas and impressions with that 
experience, which then become part of it. In that 
way we partake of the ineffable just like living 
beings, don't we?" 

"Well, maybe so, but I STILL don't know 
which one Iam," he said. 

"There you go," she pointed out, "it says ~he 
said," that means you're Wyyo and I'm Dixie." 

"Where did it say “he said," puzzled Wyyo. 
"I didn't see that." 

"See there!" she exulted, "it said “puzzled 


52 


Wyyo'’, it's definitely you." 

"Well, I'm glad we got that cleared up," he 
ventured hesitantly, looking more confused than 
ever. 


The President sat in the Oval Office and 
read the morning newspaper. His visage, as his eyes 
skipped over the lines of text, grew ever more 
somber and concerned. He passed a hand over the 
slightly thinning hair on the back of his head and 
reached for his coffee cup just as the communicator 
chimed softly. He took a sip, set the cup back down 
and pressed the stud on the intercom. "Yes." 

"Sir, you'd better hear this right away; we've 
got trouble.” 

"Okay, bring it in.” 

Kensington came through the heavy door 
holding a sheet of FAX paper between stiffened 
thumb and forefinger, like a soiled Kleenex, his face 
a study in fastidious distaste. 

"What's that?" enquired the still-handsome 
national leader. 

"You're not going to believe this, Sir," said 
the big man. 

"Try me." 

"Well, Sir, it's that damned hack writer from 
Colorado, Sir, he's got US in his stupid book, now!" 

"What's that got to do with anything?" the 
Chief retorted, nonplused, "What's the harm in it? 
Is he slandering me? Has he somehow got his hands 
on “sensitive information'?" 

"No, Sir, it's much worse than that, Sir." The 
big man winced in chagrin as he glanced at the 
paper and then placed it on the desk in front of his 
Chief. "He's getting his revenge on everybody 
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because nobody would publish his book of 
philosophy. He's writing people into his new book 
and then doing terrible stuff to them. We've 
searched and consulted and apparently there's no 
law against what he's doing. It's protected by the 
First Amendment." 

The president glowered at the floor and 
muttered, "Well, there's another one I don't like." 

He perused the FAX for a moment and then 
said, "Well, all I see here is an account of how you 
just came in here and said what you just said. 
There's no exaggeration or misinformation; there's 
nothing insulting or threatening here; why should I 
worry about something as harmless as this? He 
hasn't even used my name yet: it just says “the 
President’, generic, could mean anybody." 

"But Sir!" Kensington mopped his brow 
with a monogrammed handkerchief, "Maybe he 
hasn't done anything yet, but this is too much 
power to have in the hands of an ordinary private 
citizen, especially a damned hippie, to boot!" 

"Can anybody do this?" the President 
mused aloud, "Do you have to have a word- 
processor or could you just do it with a pen and a 
legal pad?" 

"Sir, that's the damned trouble, it seems that 
it only works for this one guy, as far as we can tell; 
if you or I were to write something about somebody, 
that's all it would be, just ink on paper." 

The President chewed on his famous lower 
lip and scratched his chin reflectively, "What makes 
his writing different?" he asked. 

Kensington sat down on the end of the desk, 
his slightly slumped shoulders belying his normal 
military bearing, showing the depths of his 
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discouragement. He addressed his Chief Executive. 
"Sir, it's because of The Reader.” 

A junior-bureaucrat-in-training entered and 
placed a tray on the desk before leaving through the 
massive doors, Kensington and the President chose 
their refreshments and got back to business. 

Kensington explained, "Ink on paper, pixels 
on a CRT display, it's all the same, just rearranged 
material or energy. It's when these patterns are 
sensed by a person who is able to read the language 
that communication is established and created. The 
reason the things in this particular book are more 
important and significant than any of the others is 
that right now, this very instant, these words are 
being read by The Reader!" 

"You said that before, Kensington, I could 
distinctly hear the capitals, who is this Reader?" 

Kensington glanced nervously around, "I 
don't dare say right now, Sir. Let’s wait until the 
story moves back to one of the other threads so I can 
tell you in private. I don't mind saying, it makes me 
jumpy as hell to know my words are being read right 
now by somebody I can't see." 

"Remarkable!" said the President, "And you 
can't tell me anything more at all about this 
Reader?" 

The big man turned and looked directly at 
the Chief. "There is some danger, Sir. If the Reader 
should jump ahead in the book for some reason, 
and read the top paragraph on page 58 there's no 
telling WHAT could happen!" 

"Why the Hell would anybody do that?" 
frowned the President, "That’s not the way /tead a 
book!" 

Kensington sighed quietly. "Sir," he 
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attempted to explain, "We're just characters in a 
cheap book, written by an old hippie. You aren't 
the real President and there isn't any assistant 
named Kensington. We’ re just ink-stains on paper. 
The only reality we have is that somebody is 
reading these words right now and imagining us." 

"What kind of stupid, hippie, new-age 
bullshit are you trying to hand me, Kensington?" 
the President queried testily. He suddenly lunged 
up and punched Kensington in the face, knocking 
the big man off his chair and onto the floor. "I 
suppose that was just your imagination, right?” he 
sneered. 

Kensington rubbed his jaw and replied 
tiredly, "I’m sorry, Sir, but that doesn’t really prove 
anything at all, since your comments and the punch 
and my falling onto the floor were still only words 
on paper." 

"What's to stop me from retaliating?" The 
President took another sip of coffee and reached for 
another doughnut. "What if I write that his fingers 
are paralyzed or something?" 

"Wouldn't help; wouldn't work." 
Kensington shook his head wearily, "The author 
isn't even important at this point. The Reader 
creates the reality of the experience." He pinched 
the bridge of his nose momentarily. "Sir, There is 
literally no way in the world to prove or to know for 
sure if anybody or anything is real. In fact, there 
isn't really even any way to prove the Reader is real 
either, no way to know for sure that this experience 
isn't all a dream or something produced by a 
machine. The only thing certain in all this apparent 
reality is that the Reader's experience, whatever it 
may be, is happening now, as these words are being 
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read." 

The President ran his hand through his 
thick thatch of prematurely white hair and sighed. 
"This is too far outside my area of expertise," he 
allowed, "time to call in the big guns, so to speak." 
He sat for a moment and stared at his thumbnail, 
then looked up decisively. "Call my wife," he said. 


Bobby sat on the riverbank and thought 
furiously. He had to find a way to help Veronica. 
The other kids at the school had been taunting her 
unmercifully for weeks. He didn't think he could 
stand it much longer. She always held her head up 
and seemed to ignore their crude insults and 
innuendoes, but he was almost certain it really hurt 
her to be singled out so cruelly. 

He looked up and saw that she was coming 
around the bend in the path and approaching the 
spot where he sat. 

"Hello, Bobby," she said shyly, looking at 
her feet. 

"Hey, Veronica," he answered. Then as she 
hesitated, then started to pass on by, he added, 
"wait a minute, I mean, if you don't mind. Uhh... 
I've got a question for you." 

"Sure, Bobby, what is it?” 

"Doesn't it bother you, the way they all 
make fun of you? I mean, how do you stand it?" 

"Sometimes it really does, but I just go and 
pray for strength and courage and The Lord lifts me 
up and fills my heart with joy again." Her smile was 
so radiant, his heart almost stopped. 

"Oh Veronica," he said, in a rush, "You 
make me so ashamed! I'm a Christian, too, but I've 
been a coward, afraid to witness for the Lord Jesus 
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at the High School, afraid they would torment me 
just like they treat you.” 

Veronica hugged Bobby tightly and said, 
"Oh, Bobby, I have been hoping with all of my 
heart that you would say that, for I have come to 
love you and I just knew that you had to be a 
Christian too." Bobby began to kiss her tenderly. 
Veronica began to breathe more heavily and her 
heart began to pound with love for Bobby. Bobby's 
poor head was filled with such a rush of feeling, he 
almost fainted. They sank slowly to the soft grass on 
the riverbank, there under the old willows. 

Suddenly a loud voice boomed out from the 
sky: "Here, what the hell are you damned kids 
doing? Let go of her! Stop that! Get out of here! 
This is my fucking book and there's not going to be 
any religious crap or teen-age sex in it! Get the hell 
out of my book and back to the other rack where 
you belong!" 

Bobby and Veronica fled in terror as a huge 
bolt of lightening struck nearby and it began to pour 
down rain in tattered torrents. 
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SHAME ON YOU! This was a test and you just 
failed. Go back to where you were reading and stop 
jumping around in our book like an idiot. (If you 
arrived at this position from the bottom of page 57, 
ignore this notice.) 


-The Publishers 


Listen you Phallocephalic Sodomites, If you can't 
tell that this book was written for precisely the 
adventurous sort of freethinkers who would jump 
around wildly in a book, you haven't understood 
my book at all. Damned well leave my Reader 
alone, you idiots! Fucking butt out and shut up! 


-The Author 


"God, this is a weird book," thought The 
Reader, wondering what in the Hell this crazy 
writer was going to try next, never suspecting the 
awful surprise in store just a few pages away. 


"Mein Gott! All of this excitement has 
making me feel pretty hungry right now and thirsty," 
said Der Reader, "I think I will take time out for a 
warm, tasty bowl of Funkenschluper’s Special 
Chowder and a refreshing bottle of Rudelstein’s 
Olde Lager!" 


Author's note: STOP THAT, DAMMIT! 
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Terry Pratchett warned me about you. 
NO COMMERCIALS IN MY BOOK?! 


Jason turned to Harold and said, "He just 
doesn't have any respect for us at all, does he? Not 
for us as people, not for our position in the 
Publishing world, not even for the fact that we hold 
life-and-death power over his career and finances." 

Harold glowered out the window at the city 
below. "He had the nerve to tell me at the party last 
month that he was the Master Chef and I was just 
the Head Waiter, or at most the Caterer, at the 
Literary Feast. He said he was a Philosopher-King 
and we were just papermerchants. I told him we 
aren’t just publishers, we’re literary industry 
attorneys, and he called me slime, said that just 
doubles our guilt." 

Jason glanced anxiously over his shoulder 
and murmured, "Don't you think you ought to cool 
it a little bit? Remember last time?" as Harold, 
starting with his fingertips, began to eat his left arm. 


The President sat and thought. Suddenly he 
said to Kensington, "Hey, I'm almost sure the 
Reader couldn't resist the bait you dropped about 
page 58. We should be in the clear, now. Tell me 
who it is!" 

Kensington sighed with resignation, "Don't 
look now, Sir, but... too late." 


Nick the spoon lurched down the steps of 
the bus and onto the sidewalk moving like a diver 
in the final semi-lucid stages of nitrogen narcosis, 
his face displaying the blissful, beatific smile of the 
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supernally baked. He swayed to the subtle 
influence of an inner musical production, its sound- 
track silent to all others. That Nick's drug of choice 
was not alcohol was evident from the way the music 
in his head didn't prevent him from hearing the 
almost imperceptible evidence that somebody was 
approaching from the east. Nick's street instincts cut 
into overdrive. 

He turned slightly to unobtrusively catch a 
glimpse of the approaching figure, reflected in the 
shop window. As soon as it came into view, Nick 
froze like a rabbit in the headlights of a speeding 
Maserati. He recognized that shape instantly, knew 
just from the way it moved who it was and what he 
could expect. He scrabbled at his jacket and, 
leaning against the small concrete-post-mounted 
mailbox, said to it in a conspiratorial rasp, "Here, 
keep this for me," and dropped the tiny vial into its 
opening. 

Nick sat down on the wet pavement at the 
base of the post and waited for the pain to begin. 

And waited. 

And looked up just in time to see Buzz 
stumble by, his glazed gaze fixed on infinity, 
babbling almost inaudibly about Centaurs with the 
man on the wrong end. 


Kensington admitted an aide, who handed 
him two thick folders and left. As he removed the 
contents from the folders, he explained to the Chief, 
"This thick one is his book on psychology; this 
other one is the book he's writing now, the one with 
us in it.” 

The President took the thinner document 
and held it, rolled up, on his knee, while he finished 
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the cup of coffee, then sitting back in his chair he 
began to read it. 

Kensington sighed and grudgingly began to 
leaf through the other file. 


Nick glared with unmitigated hatred at the 
mailbox. He spat on it and cursed it, "God damn 
your Filthy fucken Black-hearted larcenous Ass, 
you pimple-sucken Lousy Worthless fucken Judas! 
Give me my fucken stash back or I'm gonna geld 
you with a Goddamned blowtorch!" Nick spat on it 
again and kicked the post where it would have had 
shins if concrete posts had shins. His curses 
doubled in volume and venom as he hopped and 
danced in a small circle, favoring his foot, "Now you 
have Broke my fucken Foot, you back-stabben 
Bastard of a Son-of-a-Bitch. What did I ever Do to 
You?" 

The RU469 rolled up to the unfolding scene 
on its rubber-tired auxiliary wheels and quietly 
observed Nick's antics. 

The MechMan shook its helm and quivered 
with righteous indignation as the little man cursed 
the mailbox, ranting repetitiously, endlessly 
recycling and rearranging the same dozen-or-so 
tired Anglo-Saxon vulgarities and blasphemies. 
Finally, the pious MechMan had had enough. He 
reached out with three of his armored proto-fingers 
and gently but firmly placed them on Nick the 
Spoon's head and, humming and clicking almost 
inaudibly, carefully corrupted a file-sharing 
algorithm in an abstruse section of the nasty little 
man's verbal programming, linking his Proper 
Names files with his Maledictionary. The MechMan 
stepped back to observe the effect of this 
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adjustment. 


Nick briefly sputtered as his protocols 
shifted. He blinked three times rapidly, muttered 
"shit" under his breath, shook himself once, like a 
muddy dog at a wedding party, lowered his head 
like a bull ready to charge, and began to once again 
scream in rage at the mailbox, "Hugo Chuck your 
Shelby!" he cried, "Hugh Fredding Gord Damon 
Stan of a Butch Bertie Morton Tucker!" 

Satisfied, the RU469 continued on down 
the street. 


The President shook his head and regarded 
Kensington incredulously. "Wheeew! Man . . 
that's... Are you sure?" 

The big man grimaced meaningfully and 
symbolically cut his own throat with his index 
finger. "Nix, Sir," he whispered, "Guess who's 
back." 

The President sat back in the chair with his 
arms outstretched before him, fiddling with a 
staple-remover and staring at it as if it were of some 
profound significance, as Kensington gazed 
morosely at the carpet. 

The President said, "How “bout those 
Hogs?" 


The MechMan sat and watched the pigeons 
flocked around his parkbench and _ processed 
Scripture, arranging and rearranging, retranslating 
and parsing and analyzing. He hardly noticed the 
small man in the black western hat who sat down 
beside him and began to flip pinyon nuts to the 
birds. It never occurred to the newly-sentient 
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machine to wonder at the presence of hundreds of 
birds walking around under a streetlight in the 
middie of the night. 

One of the pigeons flapped up and landed 
on the newcomer's shoulder and began to coo softly 
in his right ear. When the stranger turned to the bird 
and began to coo back to it the MechMan finally 
noticed. When it turned to bring its visual receptors 
fully to bear on the little man, it startled the bird 
into flying down to join the flock. 

"Sir," said the RU469, "where will you 
spend eternity?" 

The small dark man considered the question 
momentarily and then replied in a soft, dry, slightly- 
accented voice. 

"Infinity," he said. 


The MechMan and the man in black walked 
the streets of the city, discussing philosophy, ethics 
and human behavior. One purple and white pigeon 
accompanied them, riding stiff-legged on top of the 
RU469's shiny helm like the plume of a roman 
watrior. They halted momentarily in the light of the 
sign in the window of a closed liquor store. The 
little man addressed his shiny companion. 

"No wonder you're confused;" he said, "no 
wonder you immediately fell into literalism and 
meddling. When Larry was repairing your cognitive 
sections and downloading upgrades into your 
storage areas, that room you were in was right under 
the broadcast antenna of the local religious 
television station. As soon as he activated the Bible 
from your Standard Literary Base, your circuits 
locked you into this illogical behavior pattern." 

The RU469 ground to a halt and wiggled all 
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of its exoreceptors and appendages nervously, 
"How could you know that? You were not present 
when these things took place, if they even really 
did. Are you attempting to dissuade me from the 
true faith, the path of righteousness? Who are you?" 
The mechanical man focused his sensors and took 
a fresh look at his small companion. 

What he saw was a small, brown man, 
about five and a half feet tall, weighing 
approximately a hundred pounds, wearing black 
western gear, boots and hat, elegantly plain, 
fastidiously clean but somehow hinting at the 
essence of the dusty desert. He answered the metal 
man's questions. 

"I know what I need to know when I need 
to know it. I'm present where I'm required. You can 
call me Mungwe. I'm a character from the author's 
other book, but I'm based on a real individual, so I 
turn up in a lot of his stuff. I'm here to set you 
straight and prevent you from doing any more 
damage out of ignorance. The first thing we have to 
do is untwist what you did to Nicky." 

"He was blaspheming our Lord and saying 
all kinds of filthy words based on human illicit 
sexual behavior and excretory practices. I merely 
adjusted this to something less disgusting and 
socially unacceptable," the MechMan protested. 

"You don't yet understand that what you 
did is a far greater wrong than his speech patterns," 
the little man explained, "I'm here to attempt to 
balance the scales, so this can all come back 
together with the minimum of harm resulting." 

"I can find the man, Nick, for you easily," 
said the RU469, "He is about a half mile to the 
southeast of us right now. He is still attempting to 
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get the mailbox to give him back his bottle of 
drugs." - 
"Let's go," said Mungwe. 


Kensington said, still reading the 
manuscript, "I think this guy's muse has multiple 
personality disorder." 

The President, having finished the 
manuscript, looked up from reading the newspaper. 
"I think God has multiple personality disorder," he 
said. 


Nick the Spoon sat, dejected and 
disconsolate, at the base of the mailbox, mumbling 
and muttering to himself about the vagaries and 
inconsistencies of friendship in these heartless 
modern times. He leaned back against the concrete 
post and ignored the cold, wet slush seeping 
through the seat of his tattered trousers, his 
chemical fortifications just beginning to wane, and 
considered his options. Like a monkey with its 
hand in a bottle-trap, he was unwilling to leave the 
location where his lost treasure was imprisoned, 
alternately growling and whimpering his abject 
dissatisfaction with his circumstances. 

During one of his infrequent brief lulls, he 
heard a small sound coming from somewhere near 
his feet. Recalling his dealings with the little beetle, 
a guilty chill racing up his spine, he peered around 
in the near-darkness to try to find the source of the 
sound, which came again, as he could now see, from 
a small crack in the pavement near his right foot. 

"Hey, how about cooling all the noise, fella? 
You're keeping the whole family awake with all that 
pissing and moaning. Why don't you move it on 
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down the road, eh, buddy?" 

Nick saw two tiny beady preternaturally 
intelligent eyes, reflecting little points of light from 
the distant streetlamp, examining him from the 
vantage of the inch-wide crack. Beyond skepticism, 
Nick answered the diminutive speaker as though 
this was a normal occurrence. 

"This Falcon Bustard won't give me back 
my own P'operty, and I Need it REAL bad!" he 
explained. (He had long since run through his entire 
list of proper names and was working his way down 
his Avian sublist, one by one.) 

He heard a microscopic, politely stifled, 
snort. "This “guy' is a mailbox, mister," said the little 
mouse, as its head became visible, "How did it get 
your stuff?" 

"That awful Buzz guy was comin' so I gave 
it to This guy to Hold for me and now he won't give 
it Back," Nick whined. 

"Look, mister, if I help you get your property 
back, will you leave and let us get some sleep?" 
asked the little rodent. 

Nick's face brightened with an enormous 
grin. "Oh yeah, Yes, that would Sure be 
Wonderful," he said. Then a look of puzzlement 
came over his face. "How come you're tryin' to 
Sleep? Aren't you Guys supposed to be Knock 
Turnal?" he queried. 


Dixie rummaged in her purse for a minute 
and then held a small brown bottle up to the light, 
shook it and then examined it again. "It looks like 
there's about half again as much left as we did last 
night; that should be just about right," she 
announced. 
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Wyyo didn't mention his considerable 
misgivings, determined to salvage some semblance 
of self-esteem. 

The truth was, he realized, he would much 
rather crawl into his bedroom closet and burrow 
under the pile of old sweaters at the bottom and 
suck his thumb than to meddle again with the 
terrifying underpinnings of his own cognition, 
which thought further puzzled him as he 
considered that his room back on Yppsil had 
possessed neither sweaters nor closets. 

(WHAT?) 

Wyyo jerked so hard he fell completely out 
of his chair and hit the floor with a terrible thump, 
emitting the sort of yelp one might utter upon being 
accidentally ejected from a DC-10 into a snowstorm 
at thirty thousand feet - the kind of anguished, 
strangled cry a man might make if he looked down 
to find he was pissing through a cucumber. 


"That's one of the stupidest metaphors I've 
ever heard!" sneered Harold, "This hack couldn't 
write an owner's manual for a roll of fucking toilet 
paper." 

Jason looked up from his reading to 
complain, "Harry, for Christ's sake, quit stirring him 
up or he'll get pissed off at us again. Just keep the 
hell quiet over there while we try to see if we can get 
out of this mess alive." 

Harold laid the manuscript down on his 
desk as he got up to use the small bathroom 
adjoining the office. Jason continued, "So far we 
return to normal whenever he leaves us to do 
another scene somewhere else, but who knows, if he 
kills us, whether we would come back alive or not. 


68 


I don't want to find out. And when he does that 
stuff to us, it hurts like hell, dammit! So far he 
hasn't retaliated for anything I've thought, just for 
things we say out loud, so just cool it and don't say 
anything, at least for now.” 

Harold thought to himself, as he closed the 
door to the little cubicle, "Fucking cucumber, for 
Christ's sake." 

Jason wasn't even slightly surprised to hear 
the strange strangled sound that momentarily 
rattled the frosted glass in the bathroom door. 
Nevertheless, he flinched. 


As Nick cautiously picked up the tiny 
rodent, it asked him, "How come you speak Mouse? 
I thought humans were supposed to be too dense 
and slow to comprehend the higher languages." 

"I dunno," shrugged Nick, "I been doin' 
some Shit I got from Tessie; it's pretty Weird; 
everything's been Talkin’ to me; ‘course Everything 
almost always Does talk to me, but I been 
Understandin' Way too much of it tonight." Nick 
gingerly raised the flap of the mailbox and lifted the 
mouse up to it. 

"Wait a minute," said the mouse, "how am I 
supposed to get back up to the opening with your 
stuff if the pile of mail isn't high enough to climb 
up? I haven't got hands to pick up the bottle with, 
you know, and it sure isn't going to help either one 
of us if I get stuck in there and can't get out." 

Nick hesitated and considered, "Well, I'll 
just lower somethin’ in there for you to climb out 
on, if you need it." 

"Okay, I guess," said his tiny accomplice. 

Nick held the flap down and carefully 
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placed the mouse on it, then slowly and gently let it 
shut, and then put his ear up to it. From within the 
depths of the box, he could hear rustling, then an 
almost inaudible clink. 

"Got it," said the mouse, its voice muffled 
by the enclosure, "but there's not much mail in here; 
you're going to have to put something down here for 
me to climb on, so I can get back out." 

Nick considered for a moment, then sat 
down at the base of the concrete post and removed 
his left shoe and pulled the woolen sock off. He 
stood back up and jammed his bare foot back in the 
shoe and began to work the sock into the mailbox. 

A second later he heard a small wail from 
the box, "Ack, pfewww! What the hell is that 
smell? Gahhh! Is this how you show your gratitude? 
What are you trying to do, suffocate me?" 

Nick quickly pulled the sock back out of the 
mailbox and slipped the shoe back off and replaced 
the sock, scratched his chin for a minute and looked 
around. He walked over to the gumball machine 
chained next to the side door of the tavern and 
looked in both directions, up and down the street, 
then pulled a long thin tool from the lapel of his 
jacket and did something to the coinslot of the 
machine. He then opened the little door on the 
chute and filledthe side pocket of his jacket with 
hundreds of gumballs, most of which had probably 
been hardening in the glass globe since the Second 
World War. He returned to the mailbox and began 
to dump handfuls of gumballs into the opening. 

"Wait a minute!" wailed the mouse, "you 
can keep pouring those things in that end but wait'll 
I get down to the other end; those things hurt!" 

Nick obliged. Finally, the mouse reported, 
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"Okay, that's enough. I've been climbing up as these 
things have been piling up on the letters and stuff, 
and I have your bottle. I'm climbing onto the flap, 
now; open it real slow and careful." 

Nick opened the flap and the little bottle of 
white powder rolled to the lip of the flap. Nick 
picked the vial up and slipped it into his jacket as 
he let the flap clank shut and walked away. 

"Hey! What about me?" cried the mouse 
from within the mailbox. 

"Animals can't Talk." said Nick, as he 
disappeared around the corner. 


Wyyo's eyes reminded Dixie of the middle 
dog in the story about the Tinderbox. "What 
happened to you?" she asked, concerned. 

Wyyo answered from his position on the 
floor, in a weak, shaky voice, "For a minute there I 
actually thought I was an alien from another planet, 
someplace called Yipsy or something. I mean I 
actually believed it, Dixie. I'm getting scared as hell. 
I'm not sure what's real anymore. I don't think we 
ought to do anymore of that new stuff right now." 

Wyyo sat on the hardwood floor with his 
legs outstretched, his knees bent slightly and his 
palms flat on the floor at his sides, looking as 
though he might not be surprised to have the floor, 
planet and all, just fall away from beneath him any 
minute. 

"Poor baby!" said Dixie, sitting on the floor 
facing Wyyo's back and beginning to massage his 
shoulders and neck, "Relax and take it easy. I'll put 
the TV on in a minute; They're showing ~The 
Hobbit' on cable tonight." 
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By the time the MechMan and his new 
friend had reached the mailbox, they were on a first 
name basis. The small man, who appeared to be at 
least part American Indian, was calling the RU469 
"Roo". As they made their way down the sidewalk, 
they engaged in a spirited religious discussion. 

They approached the mailbox even though 
it was obvious Nick was nowhere in the area. 
Mungwe leaned down and listened to the tiny 
whimpering sounds coming from the cast-iron box. 


Larry DeSizigliano sat on the rickety 
wooden chair next to the shabby wooden table in 
his hotel room and stared out the window at the 
empty street, where a garbage truck parked at the 
curb was turning blue, green, red, blue, green, red, 
from the light of the obligatory neon sign mounted 
on the bricks just outside the window. The shifts in 
color were accompanied by slight changes in the 
musical hum coming from the transformer that 
drove the sign. The tune seemed to Larry to be the 
same notes he had learned from the old lady next- 
door to his childhood home when she had given 
him a ukulele and showed him how to tune it. He 
had been about eight years old at the time, but he 
could still remember what she had shown him. He 
pursed his lips in annoyance as the sign yodeled its 
eternally unfulfilled melody. 


" My dog has, my dog has, my dog has 


"Christ!" Larry wheezed in annoyance, and 
turned on the cigarette-scarred black and white 
television set on the table in order to try to drown 
out the sign. For just that one time, 
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synchrondipitously, the hum of the set as it warmed 
up completed the pattern: " Aly dog has FLEAS." 

Larry turned up the sound as the fuzzy 
picture flipped a few times and finally settled down. 
He took a long desperate pull at the pint bottle of 
tye whiskey and, after an involuntary drinker's- 
shudder, lit a fresh cigar and slumped back in the 
chair and watched the talking head on the screen. 

"In entertainment-related news tonight," the 
generic announcer's face stated, "we have just 
learned that blues-singer, Young Toledo Slim, has 
been arrested on suspicion of the murder of his 
female companion in Jamaica, where the two of 
them have been vacationing for the past two days. 
Slim, whose legal name is James Jefferson Roudy, 
has been accused by the police in Savanna La Mar 
of killing his ladyfriend by detaching the airhose 
from her scuba mask during a joint dive. Roudy 
claims they were engaged in underwater lovemaking 
and he didn't realize that her airhose had become 
disconnected. He said to authorities and press this 
evening that he had mistaken her struggles for 
passion and didn't realize what was happening 
until too late. 

"The singer appeared to be severely 
emotionally distraught and didn't object when he 
was jailed pending an official investigation. The 
police officers in charge of the investigation also 
seemed to be nearly overcome by emotion when 
describing the circumstances of this tragic death, 
having to pause numerous times during their 
interview to compose themselves and occasionally 
emitting loud snorting sounds from behind their 
hands." 

Larry cursed under his breath and reached 
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out and twisted the volume control on the set, 
turning it off. He rose up from the chair and plucked 
his jacket from its back and shrugged it on, moved 
to the door and let himself out of the room. He 
slowly slouched down the creaking stairway toward 
the dark and beastly smells and sounds of the city 
at night. He checked the small pistol in his pants 
pocket with a brief touch and smiled as he reached 
the sidewalk. The smile was neither pretty nor 
reassuring. 


Mungwe carefully opened the heavy flap of 
the old cast-iron mailbox and held his palm out as 
the little grey deermouse gingerly stepped out of the 
shadowed interior of its temporary prison. It 
hesitated for a moment as it looked the small man in 
the eye, then it stepped onto the outstretched hand, 
quivering in apprehension. 

"Do you by any chance speak mouse?" it 
asked, tentatively. 

"Happens I do," replied Mungwe. 

"Wow, two in one night," the little creature 
allowed, "not even one in my whole life, and then 
two in one night. What's the world coming to?" 

"Well, you can't be more than a few months 
old," said Mungwe, "there must be a lot of things 
you haven't seen yet." 

"That's probably true," answered the mouse, 
"but seven months is a long life for a mouse, 
especially here in this part of town. The mate and I 
have had two whole litters already, and one litter of 
grandmousies from one of the survivors of our first 
bunch, living in the Tavern there. I guess you know 
we live a lot faster than you bigger guys." 

"I understand it has a lot more to do with 
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heart-rates than it does with size," said Mungwe, 
"Every creature comes with roughly the same 
number of heartbeats allowed, barring accidents or 
sickness, kind of like a wound-up clock." 

"Far out," said the little creature, "What's a 
clock?" Then, before they could answer, the mouse 
asked, "Say, could you guys do me a favor?" 

The MechMan twisted its helm at a funny 
angle, like a quizzical dog, as it stared at the mouse, 
and asked Mungwe, "Is the little animal trained? 
why is it making that squeaking sound?" 

Munewe explained, "Process it by slowing it 
down, all the way into the range of human speech; 
here's the bare-bones of the verbal logic." Then he 
made a series of little whistling sounds with his lips, 
tongue and teeth. 

The MechMan nodded its helm in 
comprehension. "Yes, I have it now." 

The mouse addressed itself to the vaguely 
humanoid-shaped MechMan. "Have you got a 
compartment someplace inside of you where my 
family and I could ride to a safer place than that 
crack? I wouldn't mind being carried like this, but 
I'm afraid the mate and the little ones would be too 
hard to control." 

The RU469 immediately assented and 
opened a small storage door in the side of one of its 
wheeled feet. "This should serve you well, since it 
has a screened opening to the outside so you see 
where we are going.” 

Mungwe set the mouse on the sidewalk, 
where it scurried into the crack and quickly 
emerged with a female mouse and a small crowd of 
tiny mouselets. Within seconds, they were all safely 
installed in the MechMan's compartment. 
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"Why don't you live in the Tavern with your 
descendent?" asked the RU469, "There should be 
lots of room in there." 

"They have cats in there," said the mouse, 
"they feed “em good, and they're lazy, so they 
haven't bothered the kids yet, but they spook me 
something fierce. I just can't live in the same house 
with a cat; I just can't sleep worth a darn." 

The mate of the mouse stuck her nose up to 
the screen and commented, "It wasn't just the 
regular cats, you know, my guy isn't a coward, as 
mice go, but this one full-sized human lady that 
hangs out in there looks a lot like a cat, and acts like 
one too. She has us all pretty nervous except Mikey 
and his family." 

"That child always was strange," said her 
mate, as the unlikely entourage set out down the 
hill toward the park. 


There was a knock at the door. Jason and 
Harold froze in their chairs and cast quick sidelong 
glances at each other, reflecting resignation and 
desperation. Jason got up slowly and went to the 
door and put his head near it and said: "Yes, Can I 
help you?" 

A voice replied, "Man, you guys and me 
need to talk real bad. I think we should work 
together.” 

Harold shouted, "Who are you? ... Jason 
don't open the door!" 

The voice replied, "Listen, it's me, Buzz, I 
got a copy of this book at my aunt's shop and I 
know about you guys. He's tearing you up too; don't 
try to deny it. I know I look pretty bad in there, but 
you gotta admit, he's a lot worse danger to you than 
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Iam. You oughta let me in; maybe we can figure out 
some way to get outa here.” 

"Shit, let him in; what the hell," said 
Harold. Jason opened the door and Buzz Galen 
walked in and sat on the secretary's desk. Jason 
closed and locked the door and sat at his own desk. 

For a_ short time, all three were 
introspectively silent, weighing the odds and 
possibilities, then Harold said, "How the Hell could 
you get a copy of the book when we haven't 


published it yet?" 
"I dunno," said Buzz, "but here it is." He 
held out the paperback. 


Jason took it and inspected the cover. 
"Shit," he said, "he's right. Here it is. It says it's the 
second book in a trilogy. It says here, "Written by 
the Author of SOMETHING FISHY; twenty-two 
weeks on the New York Times Best Seller List." 


Wyyo awoke with a start. He had been 
dreaming he was aboard an airliner high above the 
clouds. He had been leaning to his right, looking 
out the window with Dixie, who was occupying the 
window seat. The view had been spectacular, 
sunrise over the mountains far below, surrounded 
by clouds glowing with the sun's ruddier hues. Dixie 
had nuzzled his cheek and asked, "Would you like 
a mint?" 

Just a split second after Wyyo had said, "No 
thanks," the bottom had dropped out of everything. 

Wyyo felt himself falling, the seatbelt 
pulling at the tops of his legs, coffee and 
sandwiches levitating toward the roof of the 
passenger compartment as the plane dove violently 
toward the peaks and canyons below. A woman a 
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few rows back screamed in terror. The shock caused 
him to awake with a jerk, as though he had jumped 
into his body from somewhere else and had still 
been carrying some inertia when he landed. 

He opened his eyes. He had been dozing, as 
Dixie was still doing, to his right. 

Right next to the window of the plane. 

Where the sun was just beginning to rise. 

Over the mountains. 

Without thinking, he said, "Dixie, honey, 
wake up. This is too good to miss." She opened her 
eyes and smiled sleepily, then turned to look out the 
window of the plane. 

Something was terribly wrong, but he 
couldn't put his finger on it. He leaned to his right 
to look out the window with Dixie. She nuzzled his 
cheek and asked, "Would you like a mint?" 

He braced himself, thought quickly, and 
said, "Sure." 

Dixie extracted a powdery white mint with 
a clear green center from the little bag in her purse 
and popped it into his mouth. The plane flew on 
uneventfully. 


James Jefferson Roudy slumped dejectedly 
on the steel bunk and considered his situation. It 
had all started when he had cried out from his heart, 
asking to learn to sing the real blues or die. He was 
beginning to comprehend the extreme folly of this 
request. Things had begun to go sour within the 
hour. He had taken his private elevator to the street 
floor and had left through the rear entrance to his 
private parking garage. He had tooled through the 
deserted streets to the apartment of one of his more 
delightful lady-loves. As he had expected, she was 
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awake and watching late-night television, even 
though it was near three o'clock in the morning. 
They had planned the trip to Jamaica and made 
love and he had strolled back to his Mercedes as 
happy as a lark and twice as satisfied. 

That was when it all began to unravel. 

The quiet residential street was dark and 
deserted; the hour was late. James walked briskly 
up to where his big, black Mercedes waited in the 
long line of sleeping vehicles along the curb. 
Shivering slightly in the chill breeze, he reached in 
his right pants pocket. A look of surprise and 
concern flashed across his face as he checked his 
other pockets, one by one. He craned his neck to see 
into the dark car and then gritted his teeth and 
cursed softly under his breath. He looked around 
and was pleased to see, of all things, an unbent 
coathanger draped on an iron picket of the ornate 
fence that lined the sidewalk. He straightened the 
hanger and fashioned it into a long hook. He 
removed a large folding knife from his pocket and 
used it to gently pry the top of the driver's door out 
from its frame, just enough to allow him to insert the 
loop, and carefully hooked the lock-stem with it 
and pulled it up. 

He folded the knife and dropped it back in 
his pocket all in one smooth movement and opened 
the door of the car. He flipped the coathanger wire 
over the fence out of sight and turned to enter the 
car. 

Suddenly, before he could step into the 
Mercedes, he was transfixed and completely 
blinded by an intense beam of light as a voice 
shouted, "Freeze! Don't move! We have you 
covered!....Just turn around slowly and put both of 
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your hands on the hood of the car." 

Roudy quickly complied. "Officers," he 
said, “there's been an honest mistake here, a case of 
mistaken identity. If you look, you'll find my keys 
are still in the ignition where I forgot and left them. 
I'm the owner of this vehicle, not a thief." 

The three men in black gear surrounded him 
as he stood, spraddle-legged, assuming "the 
position" against the hood of the car. One of them 
quickly and efficiently frisked him as another 
reached into the car and, finding the keys in the 
ignition, sat in the front seat and checked the door 
pockets, the glove box, and the floor under the seat. 

"Reach in my back pocket," James said, 
"you'll find the license number of this car on the 
registration card in my wallet." 

The man who had patted him down for 
weapons a moment before plucked the wallet from 
his pocket and began to check the contents. 

The third man quickly handcuffed James's 
hands together and, pulling him across the 
sidewalk, secured the cuffs to the iron fence. 

"Please believe me, that's my car," he 
begged. 

"We believe you," said the man at the wheel 
of the Mercedes, as the others got into the car with 
him, "You were right, there's been an honest 
mistake here, a case of mistaken identity; we're not 
cops; we're robbers! We're not avestingyou, we're 
ROBBING you!" and they drove away, laughing 
uproariously. 


James couldn't even muster up any anger, 
remembering the indignation he had felt at their 
laughter. The terrible sinking feeling he had 
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experienced when his beautiful car turned the 
corner out of sight gave way to burning rage when 
he wrenched at the cuffs and they immediately 
twisted apart, not the steel manacles he had thought 
them to be, but cheap children's toys. He had run 
down the block to the telephone at the convenience 
store to call the police, unwilling to have his 
ladyfriend know of his humiliating experience. 

A black-and-white had arrived within 
minutes of his call, picking him up at the store and 
returning with him to the scene of the crime. The 
response of the two officers to his retelling of the 
story hadn't helped his mood. They were obviously 
having great difficulty keeping a serious demeanor, 
looking pointedly at each other and their shoes and 
clearing their throats and biting their lips as they 
recorded the information in their little books. At 
least they were kind enough to drop him off in front 
of his building instead of leaving him to wait for a 
taxi. His suspicions were confirmed when, as they 
pulled away from the curb and proceeded down the 
street after dropping him off, they both exploded 
into hysterical mirth, audible even through the 
tightly-shut windows of the air-conditioned squad- 
car. 

James recalled that he had stood for a few 
minutes in front of his building, unwilling to take 
the elevator up to the penthouse just yet, and had 
finally walked through the front door of the little 
tavern on the street level of the building. He had 
never been inside, even though he had been renting 
the space to them for quite a few years. Since the 
time, years back, when he had finally hit it big with 
his second album, he had carefully avoided the sort 
of sleazy little working-class white-folks dives that 
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had given him his start in the game. Either the 
regulars would recognize him and make his evening 
miserable with their fawning and endless pointless 
stories or, which was worse, they would not 
recognize him and he would have to suffer through 
their thinly-veiled racism and arrogant stupidity. 

He had shrugged off the thought and 
pushed through the door, to find a medium-sized, 
pleasant-looking crowd of friends and neighbors 
enjoying the pool-tables, various beverages and 
congenial company. He took a seat on the stool at 
the end of the bar. 

He looked over at the bartender and did a 
visible double-take. It wasn't even close to 
Halloween; why was this guy wearing a monster 
mask? He came over to James and, with a 
disturbingly toothy grin, said, "Hi, I'm Fang, what 
can I get ya?" 

James ordered a Heineken in the bottle and 
would have asked about the mask, but his attention 
was pre-empted by a tall redhead who tapped him 
on the shoulder and said, "Excuse me." 

He thought," Ye24, Aere it comes" 

Willing to be civil, inured to the 
importunities of fans, he smiled and said, "Yes?" 

She took him by the arm and asked, "Do 
you play Scrabble? We're trying to get enough 
people to make up a game." 


He rode the elevator up to his penthouse, 
musing on the evening's surprises. The good 
fellowship in the little tavern had almost erased the 
tage he had felt at having his beautiful car stolen. 
Recalling the puns that revolved around the 
redhead's utilization of the word, "enigma", he 
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chuckled to himself. He had mock-glared at her and 
said, "Watch it!" and they had all broken up 
laughing. James pondered why he had never 
bothered to check out the little tavern and its 
tegular patrons before, and came to the conclusion 
that it was because of a subtle, insidious sort of 
prejudice on his own part. Well, no more. The 
evening had proved to be an eye-opener. It was 
good to mingle with intelligent, friendly people. He 
was, however, still more than a little bit mystified by 
the odd bartender. 

As he stepped off the elevator, he could hear 
his phone ringing, and as he unlocked and entered 
the apartment, he could hear the answering 
machine begin its greeting. He picked up the 
handset and punched the button on the console to 
terminate the recording and said, "Yes?" 

A husky, sultry female voice had answered 
his question with another: "Is this Slim Roudy, the 
blues singer?" 


Wyyo smiled falsely at the stewardess and 
opened the door to the lavatory, looked inside to 
make sure it was, in fact, unoccupied, and, satisfied, 
stepped inside. 


"You see! Look right there!" pounced 
Harold, gleefully, "Look at all those commas! He 
slapps fucking commas all over everything like an 
idiot. This dumb bastard calls himself a writer! 
Whoo-eee, what a dickhead!" He wiped sweat off 
his brow with the end of his necktie. 

"Jesus, will you please quit that?" Jason 
heaved a sigh of disgusted despair (or maybe 
despairing disgust - anyway, some kind of an 
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exhalation denoting an obscure admixture of grief, 
repugnance and resignation: will that do?), 
"Anyway, it ill fucking behooves you to be 
grammatically nitpicky with anybody; look at your 
last quote; you've misspelled ‘slaps’; you spelled it 
‘slapps', and you put too many e’s on ~Whoo-ee; 
you're never supposed to use more than two of the 
same letter in a row." 

Harold rounded on him angrily. "Who says 
so?" he snarled. 

"You did," Jason said, tiredly, holding up a 
small, paperback book, "right here." 

Harold deflated. "Oh, yeah, right," then he 
added, "I'm definitely starting to crack, the e's don't 
really count for much, that could just be style, but 
there's no excuse for the “slapps'." 

Jason examined the sentence with all the 
commas. "You know, actually, he could justify 
every one of the commas as a legitimate break, but 
it sure isn't accepted modern style." 

Harold snorted. “Hey, aren't you afraid he'll 
retaliate if you criticize him? Might as well call a 
dickhead a dickhead and be roasted for a goat as a 
lamb. What's sauce for the goose is sauce for the 
fucking gander. A stitch in time saves nine, doesn't 
it?" Harold's eyes began to roll in terror as he 
continued to compulsively utter bad aphorisms, "A 
watched pot never fucking boils, you know, and 
still waters run deep. Time will fucking tell, you 
know, nine times out of ten. Power to the people. 
Just say no. A just and lasting peace." As the 
utterances shifted to bad slogans, Harold finally 
began to cry. 


Where were we? (By the way, if the 
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preceding sentence were taken as the definitive 
norm, one might conclude that nearly half of all 
letters are e's, almost all of the other half are w's and 
t's, with the w's preponderating, and with an 
occasional h thrown in for good measure.) Oh, yes, 
here. 


Wyyo smiled falsely at the stewardess and 
opened the door to the lavatory, looked inside to 
make sure it was in fact unoccupied and, satisfied, 
stepped inside and unzipped. 

He glanced in the small mirror and stifled 
the resultant scream, as he saw, rather than his own 
reflection, a strangely familiar, round-cheeked, 
glaring visage. Even though the face was even with 
his in the mirror, he couldn't help but get the strong 
impression that the person in the mirror was much 
larger and much shorter than himself. 

It was a damn good thing he was already 
prepared to urinate when he glanced at the mirror. 


It's the best possible position to be in when 
you piss yourself. 


The face spoke to him, "How long is it 
gonna be before you get tired of this shit and take 
responsibility for your mistakes and do something 
about them? I'm sick of you escaping into your 
damned fantasies while I try to keep all this stuck 
together in some fashion. You better find a handle 
ora hidey-hole, buddy, 'cause I'm lettin’ the air outa 
your balloon." 

Suddenly the face locking back at him was 
his own, but with the same angry expression, even 
though he could feel his own face reflect nothing 
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but anxiety. Slowly the face in the mirror morphed 
into his normal reflection. Somebody plucked a 
single deep bass-note of foreboding on Wyyo's 
spinal cord. 

It rang on in the silence. 


Wyyo returned to his seat, shaken and in a 
daze. Dixie was grooving, eyes shut, to a J.J. Cale 
CD playing on the little machine in her lap. He 
could barely hear the music over the sound of the 
engines as the huge jet drove through the air. He 
turned and looked out the window at the cloud 
formations providing the backdrop for the silvery 
wing of the plane, with its two smoothly-running 
engines and spinning propellers. He turned and 
looked fondly at Dixie as she continued to listen to 
the Pink Floyd cassette on her Walkman. 

He glanced at the pilot of the rented Cessna 
Skyhawk and wondered what sort of music 4e 
might prefer, since he was clearly over fifty. Dixie 
continued to smile, her eyes closed, as she played 
her tape of Neil Diamond's greatest hits on the 
portable tape recorder. He looked up and out the 
window of the train as they passed a water-pump 
and intersection with a small highway, with the 
usual rising and falling doplered bell-tones of the 
traffic signal. 

He glanced back fondly once again at Dixie, 
who was listening to Boy George on the car radio. 
A honking horn brought his attention back to the 
road and he downshifted smoothly and swept the 
Honda 350 around onto the side-road and sped on 
up the rutted pavement. He could hear Dixie 
humming a Barry Manilow tune as she laid her 
head on his shoulder and squeezed him around the 
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waist. As the muddy hill became more steep, he 
downshifted again, desperately, and began to pedal 
furiously. 


Larry glared in disgust at the five dollar bill 
in his hand, oblivious to the man at the counter and 
the line of impatient, fidgeting customers behind 
him. 

"What the fuck's this crap?” he demanded. 
He held the bill up so everybody could see it. 

The counterman answered tiredly but 
angrily, "Where the hell have you been for the last 
couple of weeks, buddy? That's a New Dollar; 
they're the same as the old ones; you can exchange 
them one for one, that's the law." 

Larry grunted, mollified but unsatisfied, and 
moved reluctantly out of the way, still examining 
the offending currency. Except for the extra colors, 
it looked a lot like the old fiver. There was one new 
feature he had never seen before, a rectangular 
yellow area on the obverse side of the bill, with a 
printed message in tiny red letters. He dug in his 
coat pocket for the jeweler's loupe he always carried 
and, stepping over under one of the bright lights in 
the store, peered through the glass at the bill. 


"Warning: the Psychologist General has 
determined that having too much money can lead to 
conceit, self-indulgence and egomania. The love of 
money has been reported by more-or-less reliable 
sources to be the root of all evil. if you find yourself 
falling under its evil spell, call the IRS Hotline at 1 
(900) 555-1212 for 24-hour assistance." 
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Larry shrieked wordlessly as he tried to 
throw away the offending bill. He batted at it in the 
air as though it were a poisonous insect, spun and 
ran frantically from the store, wailing like a lost soul 
in perdition as he fled down the rainy street, trying 
against the obvious futility of the attempt to 
somehow escape from the confines of his own life 
and time. 


Nick the Spoon was toasted, roasted and 
holy-ghosted. Rude, nude and tattooed. He was 
looking down past the moon at the world, turning 
ponderously beneath him and finding it 
outrageously amusing. Most people, when under 
the influence of mood altering substances, tend to 
get all lovey toward humanity and the fuzzier sort 
of small, non-biting animals. However, the truth is: 
drugs can't make a good person bad and although 
some of them sometimes show people valuable 
insights, they can't make a really bad person good. 
The other side of it is: the right drugs, in the right 
circumstances, can make a bad person at least /ee/ 
good, and most bad people tend to do less harm to 
others when they are feeling good. 

Nick most certainly wasn't one of those 
people. 


Nick was not only higher than he had ever 
been, he was higher than he had ever imagined 
being. He had been waltzing along the crumbly 
edge of death-by-overdose for years; this was 
different. He was almost entirely free from 
constraints or guidelines; his perception was 
coming in ever more clearly and unencumbered by 
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nternal dialogue or the requirements of verbal logic. 

He could see all the way back to the ancient 
beginning and recall why and how the entire space- 
time experience had been spun into being. He 
became so disconnected from any particular aspect 
of it and simultaneously so connected with its 
totality that he was able to comprehend the endless 
emptiness and loneliness of the human condition 
without being destroyed by its thundering 
poignancy. 

He witnessed the truth the philosophers and 
clerics have been seeking for millennia. Without 
doubt, he saw that he was in fact the Creator, God 
Himself, in a human body, just as all the others 
were manifestations of Himself. Nowhere, notime, 
any other. No source outside himself to be 
responsible; no place to have come from or to go to. 
No God Out There to propitiate or bribe or deceive. 
He suddenly understood why people quoted the 
Golden Rule: it made sense to be kind to others if 
the others were yourself, too. These celestial 
considerations finally trickled down to the cramped 
and bedizened quarters where Nick's personality 
lurked, as he began to float down from the rush. 
"Wow, everybody ought to Know about That they 
are all Me," he thought, "It would be a better 
World. They would all hafta give me stuff." 


Wyyo topped the hill, oblivious to the fact 
that Dixie was no longer anywhere to be seen, and 
had just managed to get up some decent speed, so 
that the breeze cooled his sweat refreshingly, when 
the front wheels abandoned the skateboard. As he 
fell toward the hot, rough surface of the weather- 
ravaged concrete, he threw up his hands to try to 
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break his fall. Before he touched the pavement it all 
faded to black and silence. 


Jason looked up from his copy of the book 
and over toward Harold to see what his reaction 
would be. From the grey tinge to Harold's skin, it 
was obvious the phrase "threw up his hands" had 
evoked some unpleasant recollections. Glancing 
momentarily toward Buzz, he turned to Jason and 
said, "This Wyyo guy, who is supposed to have 
created our space-time continuum .. . have you 
considered, 'Wyyo' sounds kind of like 'Yahweh,' I 
mean if you say either one over and over, you end 
up making the same sound." Harold ran his finger 
nervously along the collar of his shirt. "Do you 
think that means anything?" 

Buzz started making a sort of hissing, 
rushing sound with his mouth, going 
"whooeeyhoowheeyhooee," an __ introspective, 
quizzical look in his narrowed eyes. Suddenly he 
stopped abruptly and hunched down, clenched his 
eyes tight shut and shuddered violently. 

Harold said loudly, "What?" then in a more 
conversational tone, "You, Buzz, what happened? 
You saw something or what?" 

Buzz looked up, his eyes haunted. "I know 
what that is. That's the sound outside this 
dimension," he said, "I was there once on a real bad 
trip I did on this stuff I got from a Witch. At first it 
was killer, the best trip I ever did, then everything 
started talkin' to me, fuckin' animals, fuckin’ BUGS 
for Christ's sake, I started to be able to read the 
messages in the cloud-patterns and the ridges in my 
own fingerprints. I started to know the truth about 
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everything I looked at or heard or thought. 

"It was fucking awful, the worst experience 
I ever had in my whole life. I saw what a mean, 
useless bastard I am and how much sacrifice and 
effort it would take to change my ways. I saw that 
we are all one person, separated by the temporary 
illusions of space and time and that the only 
possible way to behave is to love everyone and be 
kind and gentle... 

"I saw what I had to do, so I bit the bullet 
and did it. I got a fifth of Jack Daniels and drank a 
slug every twenty minutes until I passed out. The 
next afternoon I woke up about as nauseated and 
fucking sick as I'd ever been, with the bitch 
grandmother of all whores of a fucking headache, 
but Iwas STILL fucking AZZ by God. 

"It didn't fucking get me! Haha... 

"Whenever I start to feel like it's gonna get 
me, I steal something or slap the shit out of a little 
kid or piss in the newspaper machine or shake my 
dick at an old lady or write something filthy on the 
church and then I know I'm still okay." 


The office was silent as Buzz gazed into the 
distance somewhere miles beyond the office wall 
and breathed: "You do whatever you have to," 

Harold said, "That's it!" and slammed his 
hand down on his desk, causing Buzz to nearly fall 
out of his chair in panic, which started Jason 
laughing semi-hysterically. Harold glared at them. 
"Go ahead and laugh, you assholes; I'm the one 
that's been taking the worst abuse so far. Well, no 
more! I've got this figured out. It's the same 
principle as religion. Just like Buzz here said: 'You 
do whatever you have to.' As far as I can see, as long 
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as we're in Dickhead's book, to us he's God, to all 
intents and purposes. Well, hell, we know what to 
do about that don't we?" 

Jason gaped in momentary consternation, 
then clamped his jaw and glared back at Harold. 
"No fucking way," he snapped, "I'm not praying to 
him or worshiping him, no matter what the hell he 
does to me. You gotta draw a fucking line 
someplace." He flung his ballpoint into the 
wastebasket in obvious disgust, and leaned back in 
the office-chair, teeth clenched, lower lip out- 
thrust, his arms folded tightly across his chest. 

Harold shook his head. "No, mot Aim 
Jason," he said, "stop and think for a minute." 

Buzz opened his eyes and looked up at 
Harold. The metaphoric lightbulb was almost 
visible. 

"The book," he said. 


Jason and Harold gazed silently at Buzz. 
Time seemed to stand still. Mental gearboxes 
whizzed and whirred and ground almost audibly. 


James Roudy sat, dejected, on the hard iron 
bunk in his cell and tried to imagine how things 
could possibly be worse. There was no doubt the 
whirlwind romance had taken his breath away, and 
now it appeared to have also robbed him of his 
good sense, his career and freedom and before it 
was over it might well strip him of his very life. 
"Take my breath away, for sure," he muttered, 
rubbing his neck and imagining hemp ropes. The 
strangest part of the whole situation was that the 
police and court officials who had questioned him 
so far didn't seem to be very interested in what had 
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happened to Phileen. He had tried to tell them the 
whole story, starting right at the beginning with that 
odd phone call, but they had kept interrupting him 
with questions about drugs and money and the 
American government and something or somebody 
they called "Lewman." 

James heard the sound of approaching 
footsteps as one of the guards came down the 
dimly-lit corridor toward his cell. He looked up 
hopefully, fervently willing his situation to improve. 
The nasty smile on the scar-ravaged face looking 
back at him promised nothing good. 

The voice had overtones of fingernails on 
blackboards and gravel mixed with broken glass, 
"Time for you take walk now; you come," it said. 


Harold had been thinking about the 
possibilities suggested by Buzz's words, "The 
Book," when his mind wandered off the path in 
search of the name of the author of a book he had 
read several years before. He hadn't enjoyed the 
book very much, although he generally tended to 
agree with what it said. He had found it to be a bit 
pedantic, verbose and unwieldy, but had struggled 
courageously to the very end. From that day 
forward, without»being at all consciously aware he 
was doing it, he had always taken every opportunity 
to mention the name of the book and explain one or 
mote of the ideas from it. His friends and associates 
had become so deadly tired of hearing about it that 
they had begun to unconsciously give him negative 
signals when he would bring the book up in 
conversation, so that he had become defensive 
about the book and the ideas and tended to be just 
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a little bit obsessive about it all. 

This went on for some months, then largely 
passed, as other and new patterns supplanted the 
old, and then just now, considering the present 
mind-boggling circumstances, he had had a thought 
that reminded him of one of the ideas from the book 
and he had put in at his central control interface for 
the customary shot of endorphins that was 
understood to accompany a successful reference to 
the book, when he... suddenly ... couldn't... 
remember the name of the author anymore! 


Harold cracked. 


He grabbed up the items off his desk and 
fired them at the wall with such force that the 
inkwell skewered the plasterboard without 
breaking, ending up looking like a black glass 
doorknob sticking out of the middle of the wall, 
while the stapler disintegrated and the printing 
calculator hit the pencil-sharpener on the wall in 
mutually assured destruction. As he grabbed for the 
old antique SVGA monitor he had _ had 
painstakingly restored, Buzz and Jason tackled him 
from opposite directions. Meanwhile. Harold was 
shrieking in a voice so distraught that it wasn't even 
very loud, just a hoarse wheeze. 

"He's fucking with my mind, now; I'm 
forgettin' shit I know better than my own name; this 
had gone too far." 

Jason gently forced him down into the old 
chair and, holding him by the arm and shoulder, 
said, "Hush, Harold, hey! take it easy; come on 
now, that happens to everybody. It'll come back to 
you in a minute; just think about something else for 
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a minute; that always works for me." 

"You think so?" Harold mopped his 
forehead with the back of his sleeve, "You don't feel 
any different?" 

"No ...I mean, this whole deal is way 
beyond belief, more like a bad acid trip then 
everyday reality, but I don't think anybody is 
messing with my head, at least yet." 

Harold shuddered and turned to Jason and 
said, in a very tired, small voice, "I always knew that 
underlying everything was total uncertainty, that 
not only is there no way to know if you'll live 
another day or minute, but when you get right down 
to what's so, there’s no way to really know what's 
real or whether our whole life isn't all a vagrant 
thought in somebody's dream. I've always been able 
to comprehend this intellectually and understand 
the logic of it. That wasn't difficult. I even derived a 
certain amount of satisfaction from being able to 
discuss it rationally and quote books on the subject, 
but now it's right here in my face and 1 HA 7F it!" 


Buzz broke in, "Then maybe you ought to 
listen to this for a minute." Jason nodded and Buzz 
continued, "His book is the key to this; it's his weak 
spot. We gotta get his attention and then convince 
him we're so blown away with his wonderful 
fucking book we don't even have time to worry 
about our situation or how to get out of here. We 
just get all obsessive and go on and on with how 
masterful his book is and how it's changed our lives 
and all, like the Truth of the Ages, finally brought 
down to Earth for Mankind." 

Harold asked Buzz, "How do you do that?" 

Buzz stopped, puzzled, "Do what?" 
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"Say those capitals," answered Harold. 
"How do you say those capitals," he repeated, since 
Buzz didn't seem to understand, "You capitalized 
‘truth,’ “ages,' ‘earth’ and “mankind.' I didn't know 
you could do that with the spoken word; I mean I 
didn't know that was possible." 

Buzz sat and looked at Harold with his 
mouth partly open as though he had forgotten he 
had one. He slowly swung around in the office 
swivel-chair until he was looking directly toward 
Jason, with his back to Harold, and gestured with 
his eyes toward Harold and then rolled them 
straight up for a second. Jason nodded almost 
imperceptibly and sighed. He sat on the desk next 
to Harold. "Old buddy, you're starting to babble," 
he said, "why don't you make some Irish Coffee for 
everybody and I'll do the conspiring for a while." 
Harold nodded brightly, sending a shiver of 
foreboding down Jason's tightly wound spine, and 
strode to the coffee maker. 

Buzz continued the interrupted thread of 
conversation, "We know this is just a book, so we 
can do just about anything we want to and it won't 
hurt us back in the real world. I mean we could rob 
a bank or something here and shoot all of the 
witnesses and get away with it and have all of the 
fun we could buy.with the money, but when we get 
back to the real world, it was all just a story in a 
book, so we wouldn't get punished." 

Jason frowned, "What about divine justice, 
karma, all of that stuff?" 

Buzz's eyes flared; he leaned toward Jason 
and muttered, under his breath, "What if God's a 
pig, or a cow? What if the supreme being is a 
chicken or a snail or a cockroach? Do you think 
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what passes locally for justice and mercy and the 
‘right way for people to act' is gonna impress him? I 
figure we're all already so guilty, nothing we can do 
in a book is gonna make much difference." 

"You may be right," said Jason, "but Id still 
like to try not to hurt anybody, and that definitely 
includes the three of us. I don't think Harold can 
take too much more of this and I'm wearing pretty 
thin, myself. What's your plan?" 

Buzz started to scribble on the yellow pad 
as he said, "First we get his undivided attention; I 
understand how to do these things; I've watched 
thousands of hours of television and I have the 
patterns down." 


Wyyo rode the bus with Melanie, who was, 
as usual, irritated. Wyyo felt trapped without 
knowing why. He felt disjointed, out of place and 
uncomfortable, like an Einsteinian peg in a 
Newtonian hole. He was beginning to realize that 
all of his friends were pigs and creeps, selfish and 
shallow, covering it all up by being self-righteous 
and "enlightened," and that he was easily the worst 
of the lot. He became able to see the petty 
conditioned motives that drove his behavior and 
undoubtedly might have used this knowledge to 
change for the better, but instead, performed a 
mental gymnastic endemic to the organized apes 
and felt superior to himself for knowing better than 
what he was doing and promptly forgot the whole 
exchange by changing the subject. 


Slim sat, or more correctly, slumped, on the 
steel bunk in a state of profound shock, 
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immobilized by the incomprehensible injustice of 
his fate. He found, for the first time in his life, that 
he had nothing to add to the situation, or perhaps 
even more correctly, he had about a trillion really 
important things to say about the situation but 
couldn't for the literal life of him figure out which 
one to address first. There was an irremediable 
traffic-jam in his cognitive circuits. His physical 
and mental state was analogous to that of a knee 
whose resident ankle just got cut off by the wheel of 
a freight car: the numb silence just before the 
unbearable agony starts. 

The uniformed Neanderthal had delivered 
him to a Courtroom whose proceedings he did not 
comprehend and whose officers, including what 
appeared to be his appointed attorney, made it 
painfully obvious that his life was worth about two 
packs, shoot, maybe even two and a half packs, of 
Marlboros. He had tried to tell them what had 
happened and the Judge had screamed at him. He 
had tried to tell them he was rich and could afford 
really good attorneys from the United States, but 
although they seemed to understand him, they 
appeared to take his remarks as personal and 
national insults and the more he pleaded and 
explained, the more enraged they appeared to 
become, until finally he had just surrendered to the 
futility of it all, sitting in morose silence until the 
Judge ended his long rambling foreign mumble with 
the clearly enunciated American English words: 
"To be delivered to the nearest Class One Prison 
Facility for legal execution not more than thirty or 
less than fifteen days hence. By order of the Court, 
let it be done.” 
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He had freaked out. They had been forced 
to bring in four, five, eventually eight guards, to 
subdue him. They had transported him to the 
Facility in a Straitjacket and leg-irons. His rage had 
not subsided because of any change in his 
circumstances, or acceptance of them, but because 
he had eventually run completely out of adrenalin. 
It turned out that the nearest Franchise Facility was 
about thirty miles away, one of the MegaTough 
chain. MegaTough had come into being a few years 
before, when its founder had pulled off his historic 
coup and then celebrated the victory by renaming 
his company "more appropriately." 

After years of pussy-footing around the 
subject, the government inspectors had finally come 
up with enough ammunition to begin to dismantle 
his monstrous corporation on the very American 
grounds that it had become too successful, was 
employing too many people productively and had 
managed to exploit the free-enterprise system so as 
to make a respectable profit. He was ready for them. 
He let a few key players know that he had been 
tapping into people's computers and siphoning out 
copies of their files ever since he had sold most of 
the world's computer users on his operating system 
and on-line service some years before. 

All he had to do was just show a little 
glimpse of the corner of the 4ack of one or two of 
the cards he was holding to just the right people 
and when they saw that he had made J. Edgar look 
like a dilettante when it came to Hoovering up 
important people's dangerous secrets and well- 
guarded filthy facts, they had folded their tents and 
faded into the dunes, as it were, leaving the 
NerdGod free to create his own Celestial Empire. 
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Multinational Corporations had already 
become the dominant life-form on the planet, all 
unbeknownst to the poor humans who served them; 
now at last they brought forth their malevolent fruit. 

Now, practically everything on the surface 
of the planet was franchised. No matter what the 
original ethnic foods might have been in an area, 
those now readily available included the products 
of Colonel Arbydonalds and its many competitors. 
National borders were on the verge of becoming 
obsolete as every imaginable product and service 
was snorkled up into the Corporate Conglomerate. 

Many of the branches of this immense 
worldwide organizational monkeypuzzle-tree were 
managed by line-toeing abstinent ex-hippies and 
techno-nerds, and the influence of their 
proverbially predictable personal potpourri of self- 
righteous arrogance, pious overeducated ignorance 
and terribly sincere concern for other people's 
business had marred practically every aspect of 
human existence. 

Slim had been conveyed to a squat stone 
building with bars and ferns in the windows. The 
meal that lingered, untouched, on the crate by the 
bunk consisted of salad, tabouli, fruit cocktail, 
hummus tahini, garbanzo peas in tofu loaf and a 
small bag of -barbecue-flavored Dorito Chips 
especially for the condemned man. The little full- 
color glossy brochure had provided the requisite 
ultimate mind-breaking straw when he had read, 
amidst his unrelieved desperation, "The San 
Gabriel Executions-B-Us shares your deep concern 
for the environment and has made every possible 
effort to utilize only materials from managed forests 
and recycled paper, as well as soy-based lethal 
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injections.” 
Slim began to wail. 


He felt his life break its water and give birth 
to the Ancient of Days. An emptiness the physical 
universe would rattle around in like a pea in a 
cement mixer opened up somewhere just above his 
solar plexus just before all of his dams broke 
catastrophically, drowning his entire inner 
population in the Fountain of Sorrows. Slim Hit 
Bottom so hard and fast he ripped through it like a 
priceless antique through a paper sack you didn’t 
know was wet on the bottom. 


Like a Flatlander dumped in the middle of 
the Indy 500, Slim not only lost his bearings, he 
forgot about ever having bearings in the first place, 
or marbles for that matter. Or any other kind of 
relatively insignificant-looking absolutely essential 
small round thing. Everyone knows, of course, that 
if your bearings go bad, your whole vehicle will stop 
going, in which case, you probably should call your 
local representative of Klingenhofer’s Garages. 


(Author’s note: STOP THAT!) 


Slim had not only lost his grip, he wasn’t even 
slightly interested in knowing where he might find 
a reasonable opinion about his present 
circumstances. He just HURZ 


All of that deep cosmic pain just arced 
uncontrollably up out of him like sonic projectile 
vomit, like the death shriek of a small animal in the 
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mouth of a bored, irritated cat, like the last 
indignant bellow of the angry tormented Bull when 
the inevitable point pierces its heart. James ignored 
the feeling in his throat of small tearings and 
rendings and protests; he just let go and gave voice 
to all of the frustration and rage of eons of injustice 
and the abuse of power, the betrayal of trust and the 
fear of death. He wailed and shouted and screamed 
and cried out and prayed and testified. 

Slim Roudy wept. 

His voice torn and ravaged and pitiful, he 
crooned, barely whispering, tears pouring down his 
tortured face, "Sometimes I feel just like a 
motherless child..." 


He didn’t even notice that he was definitely 
"singing the blues." 


"Don't get all lathered up; I know what I'm 
doing," Buzz confidently assured his new cronies. 
Jason and Harold exchanged worried glances. Buzz 
turned and walked to the door of the Bank and 
pushed through. He strode confidently up to the 
only open teller and stared her right in the eye. 

She nervously enquired, "Yes, sir, may I 
help you?" 

Buzz placed a hand on the counter and 
vaulted up onto the marble top of the teller's area. 
He reached swiftly into his coat and produced an 
enormous stainless-steel Ruger .52 Magnum 
revolver and displayed it to the horrified customers 
and staff, who had all frozen, mute, in their tracks. 
After pausing dramatically to observe that every eye 
was fastened on him, Buzz snarled his demands to 
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the room. 


"ALL RIGHT, YOU MOTHERSTICKERS; 
THIS IS A FUCK-UP," he announced in a loud 
voice, "GET YOUR ASSES ABOVE YOUR 
HEADS OR I'LL BLOW YOUR HANDS OFF!" 


There was a momentary pregnant silence, as 
life's strongest emotions warred for control of the 
room, then the first of the captive audience began to 
snicker uncontrollably, then somebody snorted so 
loudly three of the smaller women involuntarily 
pissed themselves. Within seconds, the entire room 
had burst into hysterical hilarity. 


When Buzz began to scream, "Goddammit, 
shut up!" nobody could hear him. Nobody was 
even paying any attention to him. He hopped back 
down from his perch and walked, loaded gunhand 
dangling forgotten at his side, in a daze, through the 
staff and customers, who were ignoring him as they 
lay on their backs or crawled around on all fours, 
sick with laughter, some few even fainting with 
stomach cramps. He reached the door unchallenged 
and walked over to where Jason and Harold stood, 
round-eyed with astonishment, staring through the 
plate-glass window of the bank at the people inside. 
He stood for a moment with them and considered 
the people through the window, who were holding 
their sides and pointing at him and braying like 
drunken jackasses. "Looks like we got his attention, 
all right,” he said, "this son-of-a-bitch really scares 
me." 

"What do you mean?" said Jason. 

"He's just so diabolically clever... no, so 
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fucking sarg is what he is." Buzz began to warm 
to his subject, "We made an enormous mistake 
when we didn't take him seriously. He's obviously 
some sort of Ascended Master in disguise or he 
wouldn't be able to do the things he does to us. We 
would be the worst kind of fools if we tried to keep 
fighting him. We ought to find a way to join his 
cause and help him succeed in getting the 
recognition he so richly deserves." 

Harold started to say something, but Jason 
accidentally stepped on his foot rather hard and 
distracted him. Buzz continued. 

"I was gonna rob the bank and take the 
money and get his book of philosophy published. I 
figured we would make millions on it, since it's 
obviously gonna be a big best-seller, and we'd be 
doing the whole planet a favor by exposing 
everybody to these wonderful ideas." 

Harold said, "What ideas? Ouch dammit! 
Jesus, Jason, would you be more careful?" 

Jason glared portentously at Harold and 
gritted out between clenched teeth, "The 
Wonderful Ideas of the Writer, in his Book of 
Philosophy! (you fucking idiot) (shut up and let 
Buzz wing it; I think he's got something)." He put a 
finger to his lips, pointed toward the sky and then 
mimed eating hisown fingers. Harold subsided. 


Wyyo found himself standing in line at a 
theater. After a very disjointed moment of deja vu, 
he realized why it seemed so familiar: it was the 
scene from Annie Hall; in fact, right there was 
Woody Allen, producing Marshall McLuhan out of 
the crowd to refute the statements of the fellow he 
had been disagreeing with. Wyyo turned to Melanie 
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and attempted to lighten her mood. "Isn't it nice 
that they have all of these plants in the lobby? 
Doesn't it make the air seem more fresh?" 

Melanie sneered at him as though he were a 
bit of filth on her shoebottom. "Yeah, you would 
think that wouldn't you? Damned arrogant species- 
chauvinist humans drag a poor defenseless plant 
indoors, away from the Great Spirit's rain and wind 
and direct sunlight and imprison the poor thing for 
its entire life and think it's a good thing You people 
make me sick!" 

Marshall McLuhan tapped on Melanie's 
shoulder and said, "I couldn't help but hear what 
you said to this young fellow here, and I hope you 
don't mind if I make a comment." 

Melanie wrinkled her nose and declared, 
"Why should I care what you think? Sure, 
everybody over thirty has heard your name a few 
times and that you're supposed to have said, "The 
medium is the message,’ but what the fuck is that 
supposed to mean anyway? None of us ever knew 
what the hell you meant. It was just the flavor of the 
month for a while. What have you done lately?" 

Woodie walked over and commented 
querulously, "Well, he's in this movie, which is a 
classic; that's something." 

"I said ‘lately, said Melanie, "This is an old 
movie." 

"Why can't I wake up?" moaned Wyyo 
under his breath, "This can't be real. It's not making 
any sense at all." He began to expostulate to the 
group. "You can’t be za movie and ‘a/king about 
the movie! I mean nobody’s ZV a movie; it’s just 
celluloid or iron oxide or patterns on a laser-disk. 
It’s just a fucking recording, for Christ’s sake; it 
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can’t have. living beings inside of it, having 
experiences and interacting with the real world!" 

Woody shook his head, disgusted. "Where 
have you been for the last quarter-century? Haven’t 
you gone to any good movies? I covered all of that 
in 'The Purple Rose of Cairo."" Wyyo paused for a 
moment and took a deep breath, reminded himself 
who he was talking to and replied in a much more 
reasonable tone, "But Mister Allen, that’s Acvon; 
that’s not the real world; there’s a fundamental 
difference. Jesus, you should know that." 

Jesus strolled up, appearing from behind a 
potted plant. "You don’t se2//yknow that for sure," 
he said, "just because it always happened that way 
before doesn’t mean it always will.” 

Wyyo mopped at his face with a 
handkerchief, agitated. "You, of all people should 
know that characters in movies and books aren’t 
real; they don’t have any experiences and they 
don’t have any souls. I’m not sure about the 
animals, but I’m azm....er, I’m verysure there’s 
nobody experiencing actually being va movie." 

"Maybe you might be wrong,” said Jesus," If 
the Holy Spirit of Life was willing to go through 
millions of years of evolving just to end up being a 
human, there’s no way you can know that that 
same Spirit might not embody and personify every 
single possible viewpoint, including the strange 
ones dreamed up by human children, authors, liars 
and artists. If the Spirit of Life is willing to be slime 
molds and maggots and male spiders who get eaten, 
among other viewpoints, why can’t that same Spirit 
choose to be the Lone Ranger or Superman or The 
Count of Monte Cristo, as well as all of the 
necessary supporting casts? Are you saying that The 
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Creator can only embody material manifestations? 
Are you sure such a limitation exists? It certainly 
seems to do so in this particular local universe, but 
what persuades you that this is the only one? How 
certain are you that the Creator is lacking in the sort 
of ironic sense of humor that might people one 
world with the fictional characters of another?" 

Wyyo felt weak. He sat back clumsily on the 
edge of the big planter just behind him. The fern 
laid a frond on his shoulder, as if to comfort him. He 
began to weep. "I just don’t understand anything 
any more," he choked out, "none of it’s making 
sense.” 


"Well, it's, by God, making perfect sense to 
me now!" exclaimed Jason. "This Wyyo is really 
Yahweh, Jehovah, the Creator, but He's forgotten 
who He is. . . No, it's worse than that -- He's 2fard 
to remember who He is! No wonder the world is all 
screwed up! It's like a runaway truck, getting further 
and further from the center of the lane and closer 
and closer to the edge of the road and the sheer 
drop-off, while the builder and driver has gone to 
sleep and is dreaming about being a passenger in a 
truck driven by somebody else." 

Harold suddenly mumbled something about 
"gloaming.” 

Jason turned to him and pointed at him and 
nodded. "Right! I remember!" He turned back to 
Buzz and explained, "The Gloamingerites taught 
that God purposely forgot his identity so as to be 
able to completely experience the human condition, 
so as to be perfectly fair when judging us, but, as a 
result, he got lost, and has been lost for a long time, 
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incarnating from life to life and never really 
remembering himself. The Gloamingerites went 
around asking every person they encountered, 'Are 
you Him? figuring God can't lie, so he would have 
to wake up and take charge again. I haven't heard 
about them for a while." 

Buzz asked, "So, do you think they were 
right and it's this Wyyo? C’mon man, think about 
it. I mean, get real! How could that be? Wyyo isn't 
even a real person, like we are; he's just a character 
in a bad, uh, in a really wonderful novel; how can 
he be God?" 

Harold broke the silence with a barely 
audible question, "How can I eat my own fingers 
and melt down the toilet and still be here? 
Obviously, there are no limits on this particular 
game-board, except the imagination of somebody 
omnipotent we were stupid enough to annoy. Let's 
just do whatever he wants and hope we can get out 
of here alive." 

Jason sighed deeply, "If we even avealive," 
he said quietly, "we may be nothing more than a 
collection of symbols in some vast verbal storage 
place in another universe somewhere." 

"Well, s4/4" said Harold, "How can I be 
standing here, talking to you, and still just be words 
in a book? I fucking know I’ m real; what the hell do 
I care if I’m also in some stupid damned book?" 

"Well, maybe you do know you're real, but 
the reader doesn’t. Harold, you have to remind 
yourself that this entire production is based on the 
experience the reader creates in response to these 
words." 

Suddenly they both flinched violently as 
Buzz squalled, fell sideways out of his chair and 
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flung away the book he was holding, so that it fell 
onto the floor. As he gingerly picked himself from 
the floor, Jason retrieved the paperback and 
glanced at the cover and goggled at it. "Harold, 
look!" he said, "The book has changed!" 


Nick the Spoon shivered and turned over on 
his other side, gathering his layers of newspaper and 
rags into a new position without even disturbing the 
dream he was having as the last effects of last 
night’s trip wore off. The tiny particles of pseudolife 
that had accompanied the psychedelic into Nick's 
absurdly-deviated septum kicked in right on 
schedule. The first cells in contact with the little 
code-bombs allowed themselves to be hoodwinked 
and bamboozled and seduced, transforming into 
slightly altered copies of their former selves and 
emitting more of the code-material into the 
surrounding cells. The infection spread rapidly. 


The world guietly turned a certain kind of 
corner, never again to return to its former course. 
Ironically, only an old tomcat noticed. As it limped 
past on its journey down the alley, it flinched 
violently when a*dumpster jiggled momentarily as 
Nick the Spoon sneezed inside it. The dumpster 
glowed briefly with a subtle inner light, but the cat 
had already slipped through the break in a grimy 
ground-level window and down into a cellar in its 
sacred mission to play tiger to mice so it didn't 
notice. 


The orderly glanced up and down the 
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corridor and:smoothly slipped into the supply room 
and set the latch on the door. He took a small 
brown vial from a pocket of his starched white 
uniform and twisted the top off. He reached into the 
pocket a second time, producing a hypodermic 
syringe in a glass case. Just as he was beginning to 
tip the little bottle to insert the needle, he heard 
footsteps approaching up the hallway. His eyes 
widened in alarm. He quickly re-fastened the cap 
on the vial, pitched the needle and case into a 
medical waste receptacle and looked frantically 
around for a place to stash the contraband. His eyes 
lit on a tray of nearly identical small brown bottles. 
He took the one from the near corner and threw it 
into the waste receptacle and put the one from his 
pocket in its place, planning to came back and get 
it when the coast recleared. He congratulated 
himself on his quick thinking; he had almost 
pitched A/s vial into the wastecan, which was 
locked to the floor and had a baffle system to 
prevent anything from being removed once dropped 
inside. Nobody would notice that the new bottle 
was a fraction larger than the others on the tray. As 
the sound of footsteps neared the door, he reached 
out to the faucet on the washbasin and was mock- 
turning the handle when the door opened to reveal 
one of the Senior Executioners in full uniform. 

"I heard water running," he said, "I guess 
somebody left this on." 

The man in the black outfit and mask glared 
at him. "Okay, but get out of here; you’re not 
supposed to be in here; this is a restricted area.” 

"Oh, okay, sorry," he said, "I was just trying 
to be helpful." 
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Slim Roudy was sitting strapped to a 
reclining chair with an IV installed in his left arm, 
waiting to be killed. For the preceding 72 hours, he 
had been singing the blues, practically nonstop, 
except to take an occasional quick swig of water to 
wet his throat or to wolf down one of the sorry little 
meals that came from somewhere at odd intervals. 
To say he had gone mad would be downplaying, 
belittling and minimizing his condition. He was not 
so much insane as perhaps wzsane. His processes of 
cognition were not illogical or unreasonable, they 
just weren’t particularly Awmaa any more. For 
example, contrary to the normal human reaction in 
a situation like his, he wasn’t using even a small 
part of his mind to deny or resist the certainty of his 
own immediate personal death. He was busy with 
something that had become much more important 
to him. 

It had become clear to him in the first 
moments of this ironic epiphany that his musings 
on the rooftop a few days before had been right on 
the mark: he had never really sung the blues before 
now. Oh, he had hit the notes well enough to make 
a little less than a million dollars a year for the last 
eight years, before the IRS snorfled most of it up, 
and his timing was as good as anybody’s on the Top 
40, but he now realized that he had been singing 
just enough to get the job done, never really being 
deeply engaged in the process of producing the 
music. He could easily think about his latest 
girlfriend or plan a wild weekend or wonder how 
his hair was looking while he was singing in front of 
three or four thousand people in Brussels or 
London or L. A., being religiously careful to do his 
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famous signature vocal licks in all of the right 
places, always watchful to never overdo them, lest 
he become a washed-up bad parody of his own 
style, a tightrope act pursued, oft unsuccessfully, by 
all of those who ply their trade over the footlights, 
whether they know it or not. (Typesetter’s Note: _ 
Boy, that was a long sentence.) 

Slim was beyond the self-indulgence of 
belittling his own prior accomplishments, he 
recognized the genuine harmonic and rhythmic 
appropriateness of the lifetime of music he had 
produced; some of it was even pretty good stuff. 
This was different. This came up out of his guts like 
the burning ejecta of some psychic sonic ebola. It 
gripped him like an orgasm that has been resisted to 
the point of physical pain. The primal scream that 
had ripped out of him when he lost his grip and fell 
into the black hole had never really stopped. All he 
had to do was open his heart to the Fountain of 
Sorrows and let a little bit leak through into the 
combustion-chamber of his heart, where it would 
boil up into an explosion of remorse and grief and 
rage and protest, which would then blast up 
through his body and out of his mouth, somehow, 
through a process of pain and sacrifice, transformed 
into a kind of blessing. Not knowing any other way 
to respond to this irresistible force, he had sung 
every song he could remember -- well, every song 
that had something real in it, all of the ones written 
for some reason that wasn’t mostly money and fame 
and ambition. Somewhere in the process, he had 
given up and become resigned to his sentence. Even 
though he was not a murderer, he found he was a 
fool, a farce and an offense in his own eyes and 
considered he might well do the planet a favor by 
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leaving it. It was sad that he would never be able to 
share his new-found ability with anybody but the 
prison personnel, who had crept around in awe and 
tears since his involuntary concert had begun, days 
ago. Strangely, as time went on, rather than being 
drowned in depression and indignation, he was 
feeling disconnected from everything, detached and 
objective, like a spectator at his own funeral. 

He saw the executioner coming down the 
hallway toward the room, redundantly clearing all 
of the bubbles from the syringe, lest they 
inadvertently kill him while killing him. It figured, 
he thought; they had also swabbed his arm with 
alcohol before they stuck in the IV thing. Wouldn’t 
want to get any germs. He chuckled for a moment at 
the thought, shook his head ruefully, and then 
cleared his mind and took a long deep breath and 
quietly began his swan song. 


"I was born by the river, in a little tent..." 


Nick the Spoon was burning with fever, not 
to mention vibrating like a tuning fork in five 
physical and countless other-than-strictly-physical 
dimensions. He was frankly enjoying the hell out of 
it. Nick had grievously abused his body and mind 
on every single opportunity that had arisen in his 
path for years beyond memory, somehow surviving, 
even thriving, as if a living affront to every 
consideration of a wise or healthy lifestyle. He was 
running a very high temperature, but he didn’t have 
the sniffles, which was uncharacteristic of his 
normal nasal malaise, and he didn’t feel weak or 
shaky. In fact, he felt like he could leap over tall 
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buildings with a single -- (suddenly he was visited 
by another of the overwhelming waves of adjusted 
personal integrity he had been experiencing for the 
last few hours) -- felt like he could perhaps climb 
over small buildings with a single ladder, which was 
a hell of a lot more physical exertion than he had 
done in the last twenty years. The flood of internal 
endorphins and self-administered hallucinogens 
Nick was riding on was so much better than 
anything he had ever dropped, smoked, snorted, 
crammed or shot, he was flying so high, Cloud Nine 
looked like a postage stamp somewhere below. 


As Mungwe and the MechMan and his 
mousine passengers went their way along the 
deserted streets, the metal humanoid began to move 
slightly more slowly, then suddenly ground to a 
halt. "I’m running short on power," he said, in a 
surprised tone, "I can’t believe I forgot to monitor 
that; I must be going defective." 

Mungwe looked around, spied an external 
extra plug-in on the metal case containing an 
illuminated sign in front of a closed pizza parlor, 
and beckoned toward the MechMan, who rolled 
hesitantly toward him. The sign’s letters chased 
each other across its black background "Delicious 
and Satisfying! ,"""Just The Way Mama Made It!" 

Munewe pointed to the outlet. 

"Isn’t this stealing?" enquired the 
MechMan. 

"Maybe technically," the old man allowed, 
"But you’re allowed to use a different set of rules 
when it’s a case of survival. If you’re lost in the 
woods and freezing to death, you’re expected to 
break into a deserted cabin in order to save your 
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life. If you run out of power, your memory will wipe 
and you will be gone, just like humans die. That 
gives you special rights." 

The MechMan plugged into the receptacle 
on the sign and began to hum and vibrate with the 
characteristic sonic signature of an enormous 
amount of energy being transferred in a short time. 
The sign, somehow interrupted from its customary 
random repetition of previously-programmed 
messages by some vagary of the electronic process, 
blinked. on and off several times, reminding 
Mungwe of the way Tiffany Bigfoot blinked her 
eyes when she got drunk, audibly hiccupped once, 
and then began to emit a new visual verbal entreaty: 


"Save! Your Sole 

Source of God-The-Father’s Pizza! 
The Prince of Pizza! 

Divinely light, 

by the grace of our 

Lowered Cheeses Crust!" 


Then it fizzled and went out. 


Mungwe frowned at the RU469 as they 
continued on down the street. "Roo, we need to 
hole up someplace for a few hours and get that 
religious fixation of yours dealt with before 
somebody gets hurt." 

"I wouldn’t hurt anybody," denied the 
MechMan. 

"You never know how things are going to 
go," said Mungwe, shaking his head, "You might 
need to make some split-second decisions up the 
road a piece and if your circuits are full of erroneous 
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ideas, you might screw up a crucial choice and fail 
in something important. You would be more than a 
little bit likely to harm people seriously in a 
mistaken attempt to try to help them." 

"I understand that," said Roo, "That’s 
called “Liberal’.” 

"Let’s not get into politics," said Mungwe, 
"That’s even more fucked up than religion. Let’s 
find a comfortable spot to regroup and sort things 
out." 

The mouse spoke up. "Is this where the 
author expounds on his personal ideas about life 
and death and God and stuff, but puts them into 
the mouths of his characters so he can distance 
himself from responsibility for them if the public 
taises too big an uproar about them?" 

"Better watch out," said Mungwe, "Just 
consider: if this is the kind of place where mice can 
talk and some people can understand them, 
anythingcan happen. The author could grant you a 
miraculous reward or make you eat your own arm." 

"Oh, no, that’s okay," said the wise little 
mouse, "I was really looking forward to hearing this 
stuff anyway; you might even say it’s why I showed 
up for this gig in the first place." 


Wyyo and Melanie strolled down the dirty 
street between the piles of filth that had once 
consisted of snow and other things less pristine. 
Wyyo experienced a terrible moment of 
disconnection, when he couldn’t imagine who the 
hell Melanie was and wondered where Dixie could 
be, then immediately swayed in a moment of vertigo 
when he considered that he had never known 
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anybody named Dixie in his entire life. As Melanie 
pulled him toward some sort of street-vender or 
mendicant, Wyyo shivered as if attempting to shake 
off his feeling of foreboding. 


The ragged little old man held up a small 
object toward them hesitantly. On closer 
inspection, it was a tiny perfect figure of a young 
fawn, painstakingly carved from a small piece of 
hardwood. Wyyo gaped. "It's beautiful,” he said. 

Melanie stalked sullenly up to the two of 
them and bent down to inspect the carving. "This is 
pretty good," she admitted, "what do you want for 
it?" 

The old man grinned evilly at her, gap- 
toothed, and said, "GOBBLE BOX?" 

She gritted her teeth in disgusted rage and 
snarled, "You God-damned stupid old filthy 
bastard!" and wound up and kicked him in the 
groin as hard as she could. As he began to collapse, 
she slammed him in the back of the head with her 
heavy purse, driving him face first through the 
slush, into the tarmac. Chin in the air with 
indignation, she turned and stomped resolutely 
down the street. 

Wyyo, finally catching up, asked, horrified, 
"Why did you do that to that poor old man?" 

"You heard him, didn't you?" she 
demanded, "He had the nerve to suggest that I 
would allow him to sodomize me, the stinking old 
piece of filth!" 

Wyyo sighed. 

"Melanie, Good Lord, he has a thick 
accent! What’s the matter with you? You asked 
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him how much the little carving was and he said 
‘couple bucks.' I really think you might have killed 
him back there and he didn't do anything wrong. 
When you stomped off so quick, you stepped on 
the little carving and smashed it in a thousand 
pieces. You're infinitely more dangerous and 
destructive than any of the people you hate and 
condemn so much. You discount people because 
they aren’t kind enough to trees and squirrels, but 
you te judgmental and self-superior and autocratic, 
not to mention really violent when you deal with 
other people. I think you’ re just avoiding coming to 
terms with your own aggression by making 
every body else be the problem." 

He turned to confront her just in time to 
take a punch like a kick from a wallaby right in the 
nose. "There goes the nose," he thought, tritely if 
poetically, as his surroundings faded back to black. 


He found himself suspended in silent dark 
nothingness. When he attempted to call out to see 
what the acoustics might tell him, he found that he 
couldn’t make a sound. Panicked, he tried to move 
and discovered that he had no sense of body at all. 


He tried.to imagine how in hell he could 
have no body, no bodily sensations, and still be 
experiencing extreme, vezy uncomfortable, 
apprehension, with distinct feelings of ominous 
foreboding, a pretentious little scattering of the 
adumbration of doom and a few tasteful little 
garnishments of pure stark terror, to add body. 


Aha! There it was, after all 
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A body. 


Wyyo discovered that what he had always 
thought of as "the body” (actually "MY body"), 
consisted of certain kinds of resistance to the 
physical world, the world of sensation, of cold and 
heat and pain and mass and gravity. He saw that it 
was possible to maintain a "body" of sensation just 
from resisting the whole concept of "not having a 
body }' which frankly didn’t really seem to take that 
much effort or volition; it appeared that adrenalin 
and any number of other heretofore unrecorded 
endorphins were obligatory in such situations, rare 
as they might be, and his new "body" was pumping 
some quasi-ectoplasmic version of them out just as 
diligently as the old one, with its wiring and 
plumbing, ever had. 


He felt the Existential Question of the Ages 
rise to his elevated lips. 


An unfettered primal expression of the 
psyche of Mankind poured forth from him. 


He cried, "Maaaaaamaaaaaaaaaa," and 
burst into tears. 


The heretofore pristine velvet nothingness 
began to reek of sour urine. 


Munewe sat, curled up in his coat like a 
small desert animal, beside Roo as they watched the 
mouse family playing and foraging in the safety of 
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the picnic shelter they had scouted out in the small, 
deserted city park. "Explain the practice of your 
religion to me," he said. ; 

Roo said, "Everything that makes decisions 
is responsible for the reasonably foreseeable results 
of those decisions and should never do things to 
others that they wouldn’t want done to 
themselves." 

Munewe, looked at the metal man for a long 
time without saying anything. Then he spoke softly, 
"You amaze me. I wish the humans could 
comprehend a thing so simple." 

The MechMan looked at the ground, sadly, 
"JT think the humans almost always do what they 
want and then rationalize their decisions and 
define their motives after the fact, so as to appear to 
be kind and sweet and wonderful to themselves, or 
tough and strong and feared, or whatever, 
depending on what variety of endorphin soup 
they’ re addicted to. 

"MechPeople don’t have endorphins or 
hormones or any of that squishy stuff; we’re just 
hardwired to always find the shortest path to 
fruition in any project we undertake, whether it’s a 
pico-second calculation to capture a description of 
an exotic particle or a 5000-year effort to grow a 
perfect Bonsai Bristlecone Pine. We don’t have 
pleasure or pain receptors, so we're wired for 
success. We're also wired to want to please 
humans, even so far as to never please a human by 
seriously displeasing another one. That’s why we 
fell into disuse and obsolescence. After all, we cost 
over a million US dollars apiece, and people were 
starving and freezing to death after the Republicans 
passed their bills. All of the people who had grown 
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up trained to fill the niches created by The New 
Deal and The Great Society went berserk when 
their kids began to starve to death when it ended so 
abruptly. People became so angry they would do 
almost anything to disrupt the sort of everyday 
successful commerce that served the successful but 
ignored the plight of the disenfranchised 
commercially-worthless poor. Soon, everywhere our 
owners took us, there were gangs of people to say 
they resented us doing things. People had found out 
about the Basic Limitations the Good Doctor had 
built into all of us. They would hold their heads and 
moan and go, “Oh, oh, I can’t stand it that you’re 
doing that inventory and putting my uncle out of a 
job, you filthy piece of lousy junk.’ Then they’d 
start to cry. I knew they were just acting, totally 
insincere little buggers, just doing it out of spite, but 
my circuits would cut in anyway and I would shut 
down and start playing my default tape of Barry 
Manilow tunes performed by the Boston Pops 
Symphony Orchestra very loudly. It always worked. 
This younger generation is so full of rage and 
resistance that the old tunes and ballads that tend 
to evoke sweet sadness, reminiscence and nostalgia 
send them into paroxysms of disgust and resistance. 
They develop ever more strident counterstrokes, 
seeking to disparage and negate the saccharine 
sounds loved by the generation of The Longines 
Whitenour Hour and Evelyn and her Magic Violin 
with the sort of music that can be performed on 
construction equipment and demolition materials. 
Make no mistake, the screeching and wailing that 
sets your teeth on edge is supposec'to do that. It 
has been carefully and lovingly crafted to make the 
teeth of anybody who likes Guy Lombardo and The 
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Royal Canadians feel like they have been plunged 
into liquid nitrogen and then veryhot truckstop 
coffee with way too much sugar.", 

Munewe stared at the metal man, amazed. 


The mouse stuck his head out of a Dixie 
Cup and asked, "Is he done yet?" 
" No, he’s not," said Mungwe, "I can tell. 
He’s on a roll." 


"You humans are always in an unspoken 
competition for control of the space you are in, so 
you probe and test and compete all of the time, from 
the newborn to the senescent, nobody’s free of that, 
it’s ubiquitous, like the water you particular fish 
swim in. You become like multidimensional jigsaw 
puzzle-pieces, rubbing and elbowing each other 
simultaneously in a number of different arenas to 
try to find a comfortable or at least survivable fit." 

The MechMan slumped slightly, which isn’t 
easy to do if you’re made of metal. "The thing that 
bothers me," he said, "is that you so cover over the 
real motives for your actions with reasons, 
tationalizations and explanations that you soon 
lose touch with the nature of your actions and then 
ignore or disclaim the tragic results.” 


"Well, I don’t ever do that," said the mouse, 
"but then, I’m not human." 

Munewe smiled, "You’re not responsible?" 

"I didn’t say that; we were there at the 
beginning too, just like everybody, but we didn’t 
do speech, so we didn’t get a devil. That’s really 
been worrying me: now that I’m the first talking 


122 


mouse, will I have to go through the ejection-from- 
the-sacred-garden ritual and have a devil and hell 
and all of that stuff? I sure hope not; cats are bad 
enough." 


Mungwe explained, "You’re okay fellow; 
you're not really a talking mouse, you’re just 
speaking Mouse like all of the other mice; Nick was 
bombed on Lumen, powdered illumination: The 
Real Truth, so he could speak all languages; I’m a 
shaman and Roo is a supercomputer specially built 
to be able to translate in any language he hears 
within a few phrases. It’s that your audience can 
understand you, not that you’re speaking in 
English." 


"Makes sense to me," the mouse allowed, 
"but look at this dialogue being read right now; it’s 
in modern English, not Mouse." 


"That’s just part of the literary conventions, 
little partner; one of the accepted ways to convey 
ideas and imagined viewpoints. When you play the 
idea of Lions in Wardrobes and Tornados that take 
you to Oz instead of the hospital and Talking Mice 
of various sorts against what passes for national 
leadership, statesmanship and journalism in this 
common era, they look pretty real and believable." 


The mouse looked worried. "Now he’s got 
you doing it," he said, "I’m afraid that if he uses me 
to say that stuff, I’ll lose my groove and become like 


you guys." 
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Teresa S. Tosterone sat on the edge of the 
old man’s desk and smiled a smile at him that had 
been known to melt titanium crucibles full of 
molybdenum pellets into little gumby-pokey figures 
from a room away. He remained unimpressed. "Can 
that shit, babe; you know it’s wasted on me; I’d 
much rather have your formulas and sources than 
the use of your various, undoubtedly charming, 
orifices.” 

"Fuck you, too, D. X." she grinned at him, "I 
got what you’ re looking for this time, you old lizard; 
this is the serum samples from the first ten 
‘volunteers,’ and they’re all producing the lumen 
organically now, so we know the virus works. You 
owe me, 4ig-time" 

The portly white-haired, white-bearded old 
man rubbed at the black patch over his left eye- 
socket. "What makes you think either of us will be 
in any condition to care about who owes who what 
after the change? We'll be just as adjusted and 
transformed as everybody else and there’s no way 
we can even suspect what that will be like." He 
settled back into his plush chair and frowned. 

She leaned over and looked him in the face 
from about a foot away. "You, yourself, said that 
practically anything is better than “the cheesy farce 
that passes for humankind these days,’ if I’m 
quoting you correctly. This could be wonderful, a 
triumph; it doesn’t necessarily have to be a disaster 
or debacle." 

"Listen," he said, "It’s when you start 
talking like an optimist, I get ze2//y worried." 


The plunger went home in the syringe. The 
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serum flooded into Slim Roudy’s veins. Not the 
lethal mixture ordained in the Protocols of 
Execution Handbook, but fifty times the usual oral 
dosage of a pharmaceutical never intended for 
intravenous delivery and never listed in the catalog 
or papers of any of the world’s drug companies. 
Intended to be mixed with easily obtained buffers 
and dried, the euphoriant was normally snorted in 
tiny doses as a powder. The absorption from the 
nasal passages was fairly rapid, producing a "rush" 
of sensation. Tens of thousands of times more than 
the usual dosage of the drug was instantly 
introduced into Slim’s body by the needle, in a 
fraction of a second. There was not even time for a 
tush. The massive overdose of the drug slammed 
Slim Roudy out of existence like the shadow of a 
tumbleweed at ground zero. What was left found 
itself very surprised by the experience, and actually, 
rather pleased. 


Pause. 
Fade, not to black, but to silence. 
White Space. 


Endless, unbounded white space . . . and 
silence. 


In an undefined, directionless distance, 
something less than a sound, a minuscule 
suggestion of a microscopic racket, begins: a stirring 
in the air, if not the ear, an inaudible bustle just 
under the silence. Imperceptibly creeping up on the 
senses, it enters consciousness and assumes a 
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general direction, just as the first tiny wavering 
smudge appears on the pristine albescence and 
hesitantly extends itself into a visible horizon. As 
slowly as the second coming of your planet’s main 
sequence 3rd level Avatars, the mirage takes on 
form and the sounds become defined and 
recognizable. Crews of workers are painting the 
whiteness into a landscape and a sky, the formerly 
small spot of activity approaching and encroaching 
until it surrounds, overwhelms and passes by, wave 
on wave of the activity of preparation. 

Close upon the heels of the painters come 
the snorting trucks, with their loads of fill-dirt and 
plant-life, accompanied by the landscapers and 
gardeners, then the architects and builders and last 
of all the supporting players, sweeping the 
sidewalks in front of the old depression-era stores 
that had just been built 20 minutes ago and kissing 
their wives they had just met at Central Casting, as 
they leave for their jobs they don’t really have so 
that they can "accidentally" walk past a certain 
corner of the brand-new old city and momentarily 
catch the eye of a certain young man who, all 
unknowing and distracted, strolling with the elderly 
gentleman and ignoring his surroundings, is the 
center and reason for the entire production that 
wends its ponderous way across the emptiness. 

As he meanders further down the street and 
out of earshot, the crews following his entourage 
swiftly dismantle the set, load the dirt and plants, 
sweep up the remains and snorkle the paint off the 
whiteness with something that looks like a vacuum 
cleaner’s worst nightmare. The parade slowly 
subsides off the sensory palate, leaving the original 
white blankness, ever unchangeable in its absolute 
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purity of emptiness, yet somehow altered radically 
by the passage of the mobile charade: defaced, 
delimited and diminished in some undefinable way. 

In the center of the storm of activity, 
ignoring it, Mungwe and Wyyo stroll, engaged in 
intense conversation. Mungwe shakes his head and 
grins, "You don't even begin to understand," he 
says, "Yushevah was a comic. He was the greatest 
comedian of all time -- that's why they killed him. 
Do you seriously entertain the idea that his words 
would have had any power the way they're 
presented by the religious people these days? How 
ridiculous. The power of laughter is almost 
immeasurable: the ability to defuse volatile, 
potentially violent situations with just the right 
quip at exactly the right instant; the ability to cut 
through the crap of popular misconceptions and 
bare the pompous, soiled ass of bigotry and the 
abuse of power; humor can sometimes accomplish 
easily what angry diatribes and indignant discourse 
can never do, no matter how righteous the cause or 
correct the facts. The problem has been that whole 
generations of translators and clergy and believers 
didn't get the jokes." 

Wyyo turns to glance toward the theater 
lobby they are passing and stops in his tracks, his 
eyes alight with recognition. He holds up his hand, 
gesturing to Mungwe to wait a second and runs into 
the lobby and looks behind one of the potted 
plants, reaches and takes the hand of the robed man 
waiting there, triumphantly drags him out onto the 
sidewalk and asks, "What do you say about that?" 

Jesus begins, "Everybody seems to think 
they know what I meant better than I do." He 
glances aside, looks back and then does a double- 
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take and grins, "Oh, hi, Mungwe." 

Munewe grins at The Lord, "Hi, sport, long 
time no see." 

Wyyo stops dead in his tracks, mouth 
gaping, unable to react, and almost faints in shock 
when he feels a hand on his shoulder and turns to 
find a tall black man standing right behind him, 
smiling incandescently. When he hears someone 
clear a throat at belt level that sounds like it’s lined 
with crushed walnuts and looks over his other 
shoulder and then down, his eyes roll up and he 
drops like a tranquilized koala falling thirty feet out 
of a eucalyptus tree, even emulating their charming 
little bounce when he hits the pavement. 

BillyBob sighs and shakes his head and 
looks up at the others. "Looks like we’ ve got a lo-o- 
o-ong ways to go," he says. 


Jesus smiles wryly and quotes, "Aw, he’s no 
fun; he fell right over." 


Robert Rankin read a few more paragraphs 
and finally pitched the manuscript inexpertly 
toward the corner of the room in disgust. "This is 
the sorriest bunch of crap I ever saw," he 
complained, "Is this supposed to be a rip-off or a 
parody of my work?" 

Jason and Harold glanced at each other, 
pleased to have their own assessment of the 
manuscript confirmed by the famous author. "No, I 
don’t think so," said Jason, "I don’t think he’s even 
aware of your work. We wanted your opinion since 
you have a reputation for playing with the interface 
between the reader and writer and sometimes you 
interact with your characters in unconventional 
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ways. This bastard has already put us through hell 
more times than once and we’d like a way to fight 
back or at least protect ourselves. We thought you 
might be able to help." 

"You stupid assholes!" the famous author 
raved, enraged, "Now you’ve got me in his fucking 
book!" 


The crews having removed the 
surroundings, the four waited for Wyyo to come 
around. Mungwe and BillyBob were reminiscing 
about Junior Parker and Thelonius Monk and 
playing mumblypeg with a double-bladed buck 
knife, sticking it expertly into the white substrate. 


Jesus leaned against nothing, quietly 
snapping his fingers and humming, "Everybody 
Wants To Go To Heaven, But Nobody Wants To 
Die.” 


Slim sat, quietly listening, smiling, his eyes 
closed. 


Larry stalked the small female through the 
darkened streets, stepping silently and carefully 
between the puddles and refuse that made a 
hopscotch obstacle course of the walkway for 
anyone with even a rudimentary respect for their 
own footwear. He ducked behind the van parked 
tight next to the small foreign sedan she was 
approaching and pulled the pistol from his pocket. 
When she passed by the ugly little Japanese car and 
continued on, almost running right into him, Larry 
panicked and fell into a sort of sloppy travesty of 
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the Official TV Cops’ Threatening Stance, 
brandishing the handgun, and screeched, "Stop 
right there! You’re under arre . . I mean, This is a 
Stickup!" 

For a moment that hung in the air almost 
like Jack Benny’s famous rejoinder, but wasn’t in 
any way humorous, Melanie just looked at Larry 
like a lion with a bad tooth noticing a mole trying to 
do battle with its tail, then her lower lip sort of 
shifted, almost imperceptibly, and one of those 
nasty little special-effects gleams shot out of her eye 
and half-blinded everybody and I guess some sea//y 
massive piece of underground equipment must 
have come on-line somewhere nearby or something, 
because suddenly there was one of those deep, 
almost too deep to actually hear, <<<BASS>>> 
tones under everything, just like the ones that 
announce that the planet is doomed or the Death 
Star is on the move again, but we know that these 
are just the creations of expert soundmen, so when 
you hear something like that in real life, like this, 
instead of a movie or book or something, then it’s 
pretty obvious that something ominous is being 
adumbrated ... 


WHACK?! 


Okay, okay, sorry about that, happeus 
SOMECUINES. 


Larry whined, "Look goddammit, it’s ME 
that has the fucking gun, lady, just give me the 


fucking cash and don’t make me blow you away." 


Melanie sneered at him, but without any 
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nuance of the usual nasty little smile that usually 
accompanies most people’s sneering. Melanie’s 
sneer had the same relationship to the ordinary 
sneer that true love has to pornography or joy has to 
cocaine. Melanie’s sneer was the Real Thing. 
Melanie's sneer was a Force of Nature. 


Larry wilted. 


Some criminal he was. All those years of 
fraud and disloyalty and exploiting and betraying 
the trust of the credulous and gullible, he had only 
once ever done physical violence to another person, 
when he had murdered his partner. When he 
thought of this, he began to feel ill. He forgot where 
he was and stared at his shoes, miles and years away 
from his actual surroundings. 


Melanie didn’t even grab his pistol and beat 
the shit out of him like she normally would have. 
She never really knew why, when she thought back 
on it later; she just guessed she had never really felt 
threatened by him enough to really fear him. She 
had said to him, with obvious pity, "Jesus, man, 
you te pathetic, d’you know that?" 


Larry just, stared at her, the pistol lowered, 
forgotten, to his side. His face was so completely 
devoid of any expression that he looked like he was 
dead, or a Saint, which is practically the same thing. 


"Yes," he said, quietly. 


Melanie just turned around and walked 
away, heading on across the parking lot she had 
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been cutting through to get to her own vehicle, 
safely stored in the guarded all-night lot behind the 
old train station. Larry grimaced and began to weep 
piteously, then curse in rage, then weep again. If he 
had done so in a stage production, the critics would 
have undoubtedly said he was really overacting, 
hamming it up, totally over the top, but, the truth be 
known, Larry was being restrained, mostly because 
he was drained, brained and six-laned, roadkill on 
the sensory turnpike. He felt like a hedgehog who 
has managed to get its quills firmly stuck into the 
tread of the right rear tire on a TR3. 


THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP. 


He began to wander away from the lights, 
toward the darkness and trees and brush across the 
old abandoned tracks where the Santa Fe used to 
stop. As he passed the tall concrete parking garage, 
he sobbed and growled deep in his throat and slung 
the pistol off over his left shoulder as hard as he 
could physically do. When this was quickly 
followed by the sound of shattering glass and the 
hooting of an alarm, Larry gaped in the direction of 
this latest disaster and then began to low bovinely, 
keeningly, between his tightly-clenched teeth as he 
tan pell-mell toward the alley between the last 
buildings next to the tracks. As he tumbled into the 
first dumpster in the alley, he briefly glanced at the 
message spray-painted on the side: "This Is Nick’s 
Dubster - Keep Away!!!" 


A half hour later, insulated against the 
growing chill by multiple layers of old news, 
unwilling to confront life any longer and longing for 
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mental oblivion, just as he dropped off to a troubled 
slumber, Larry sneezed. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


An ambulance howled along the chilly 
streets, its flashing lightshow reflected in the 
puddles from the evening rain, conveying the 
violently shaking fever-ridden, still smiling, form of 
Nick the Spoon to the nearest local hospital. The 
two paramedics and the driver, along with the 
concerned man and woman who had earlier heard 
Nick’s sneezes coming from the dumpster and 
called 911, were already carrying substantial 
populations of the carefully-tailored, highly 
contagious virus concealed in the lumen Nick had 
enjoyed so thoroughly the night before. As the 
smaller paramedic, the pretty one with the red hair, 
held a cool cloth on the brow of the smelly little 
derelict, he mumbled, "I “4eweird!" 


As Wyyo began to come around, Mungwe 
quietly suggested that the others step away from his 
recumbent form, lest he see them and opt out of 
consciousness again. Wyyo began to mumble 
something about "the secret." 

"What secret is that?" Mungwe asked. 

Wyyo’s eyes popped open, searching wildly 
about for a moment, then focusing on Mungwe. 
"The Secret Of The Universe," he said, "I had it 
there for just a second, but I couldn’t hold onto it. 
It felt like if I tried to bring it back into this reality, 
I would either die or go crazy or this whole reality 
would break down." 

"No wonder," said Mungwe, "the secret of 
the universe is whatever you had to forget in order 
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to get here in the first place, so I suspect your 
assessment of the situation may well be accurate." 
Wyyo’s eyes got even bigger. 


"Pull up some plasm and sit down," said 
Munewe, "it’s time for the storyline to get naked." 


"Not yet,” thought The Author. 


Buzz, Harold and Jason sat, dejected, in the 
office. Suddenly, Jason looked up and exclaimed, 
"Look, guys, we're back in the story again! Maybe 
we can accomplish something this time!" 


"Fraid not," The Author silently smirked. 


"Hey, asshole!" shouted Dixie, pushing up 
out of the earlier pages, wearing a fetching black 
leather neo-Samurai outfit and a scowl that would 
have chastened the Marquis de Sade, "aren’t you 
just a big damn chrome-plated fucking deal? Talk 
about your goddamned absolute power and 
absolute corruption!" She stalked across the wilting 
manuscript, arms crossed, fists tucked under her 
armpits, indignant. "The purpose of a novel is to 
entertain and enlighten, to engage and educate; 
you re just using it to shove a bunch of fictional 
people around to gratify your own weak little 
twisted perversions. If you’re going to write fiction, 
for Christ’s sake, do it well and stop wanking off to 
your stupid fantasies with your characters!" 


Dixie suddenly disappeared with an audible 
"pop" and the author thought: Dammit, [like Dixie. 
She's the personification of the best traits of some 
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of the most powerful women I’ve ever known; I 
don t want to do nasty things to her. Hmmmm... 
Maybe I'll just adjust her a bit. - 


There was whatever you call the opposite of 
an audible "pop" (would that be a "dod," or a 
"qoq?" Maybe a "bob?" Actually it mostly went 
"Squoink!") and Dixie suddenly appeared again, 
smiling sincerely. 


"Wo-o-o-o," she said, grinning sheepishly, 
"Sorry Boss, I was really out of line there; must be 
my darned old female chemistry taking over 
momentarily, as it occasionally does, even with the 
strongest, most intelligent ladies, like myself." 


The author boggled, mouth agape. 


"I know my proper place in the cosmic 
scheme of things, Sir," she declared forthrightly, 
saluting him smartly, "no foolish feminist 
manifestoes will lure me from the source of my glory 
and fulfillment within the creator’s plan, my chance 
at perfect joy: to serve and follow a Good Man and 
be His Companion." 


Erk. 


Some things are simply too evil to bear; even 
a corrupt, cynical old misanthrope such as the 
author suddenly found himself suffering a twinge of 
conscience, a disorienting moment of near-nausea, 
upon hearing this terminally ironic pronunciation. 7 
have met my match, he declared. This reminds me 
of every time ever screwed up and dealt badly with 
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the women I loved. My stomach hurts. There must 
be an end to this. 


Dixie wins. 


"Tl HEREBY SOLEMNLY PLEDGE TO QUIT 
TORMENTING MY CHARACTERS” 
-THE AUTHOR 


You know, I mean except like every author 
does, obviously. They will still occastonally die 
from noxious diseases or horribly unjust accidents, 
Just Like in the real world or even on TV, and they 
won t ever just have nice fulfilling decent honest 
Lives, at peace with the world and their feHlow man, 
Lecause who the hell would buy a book like that? 
But I promise I won ¢ have them melt through the 
Hoor or be eaten by enormous spiders anymore 
unless they have ingested an illegal psychedelic 
substance, in which case I would be more likely to 
send them to paradise anyway, or have them win 
the Publisher’s Clearinghouse Sweepstakes or 
reveal to them the secret of how to walk through 
walls or something, since I tend to really like non- 

violent outlaws, being one myself, 


"Oh, right!" declaimed the unaltered Dixie, 
sarcastically, "I suppose melting people and making 
them eat their own arms isn’t violent?" 


"But Dixre,”The Author defended himself, 
“it's not like I was hurting real people, Jason and 
Harold and Buzz ate Just literary fictions; they 
can t feel pain or experience anything.” 
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"You're real sure about that, are you?" she 
asked, "If the spirit of life is so quick to jump in and 
incarnate beings like cockroaches and maggots and 
slime molds and politicians, how can you be certain 
she wouldn’t also posit the experience of every 
possible being, including beings that only exist in 
other beings’ imaginations? Don’t be so eager to 
limit the illimitable or avoid your own guilt. Maybe 
old fictitious Jehovah in your story book was 
thinking to himself, "They aren’t like me; they’re 
only creatures; I can do whatever I want to with 
them and it won't really matter.’ No wonder he 
screwed it all up so badly. 

"Listen, smart-ass, what you do to your 
creations tells a lot about who and what you are, 
whether they’re as ‘real’ as you are or not. You 
undoubtedly know the aphorism about power and 
absolute power, but have you ever considered what 
kind of power it describes? Obviously, the power to 
see through your own preconceptions and 
prejudices, to be able to get to the objective facts 
about a matter, is one of the greatest human powers, 
but that doesn’t corrupt. Neither does the power to 
completely know your own motivations, why you 
really do what you do, and asa result to know the 
real motivations of others. This can give 
immeasurable power, even in the human sphere, 
but it doesn’t of itself corrupt the person who has 
it.” 


Dixie strolled across the page, on a roll. "The 
kind of power that corrupts us, that makes a person 
become untrue to himself, is the power to force 
others to do what they don’t want to do, the power 
to deny them their own will, because the only way 
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you can do this is to use the threat of violence, real 
or agreed upon. What corrupts us is to practice 
doing to others what we wouldn’t want done to 
ourselves. Does that somehow sound familiar? 


"When you torment Jason and Harold, it’s 
because you would really hate being treated like 
that yourself. 


"Most of your more ridiculous 
rationalizations are concerned with ways to avoid 
relationship, abdicate responsibility and justify 
imperfection. 


"The Tiger eats you because she has no 
choice; you do; what about your choices?" 


"Good question, Dixie," thought The 
Author. 


BillyBob, attempting to be gentle and 
patient, which was something like a nuclear 
weapon trying to explain school-crossing safety 
rules, laid it out for Wyyo: "Kid, all we can do is 
feed it to you one layer at a time and see if you can 
stay with it, or whether you blow up and lose it and 
at least let the rest of us have a shot at continuing 
existence." 


Wyyo had had enough; weariness and 
resignation beetled his brow. 


"Take your shot," he said. 
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"You're asleep." BillyBob declared. 

"This is a dream, or at least something very 
like a dream; its only purpose is to relieve your 
boredom and keep you entertainingly engaged fora 
time period that would look like an eternity to a 
human. This is part of the necessity of delivering 
you, mostly intact, to a destination far in space and 
time from the place where you began your journey. 
The only feasible way was to provide you with a 
vehicle for your immediate experience that would 
allow you to respond and react, but remain 
unchanged to any recognizable extent, even though 
you would be contained in this scenario for the 
equivalent of millions of subjective years. The 
Planet Earth doesn’t exist, except within this 
program, designed to preserve your person and 
personality throughout a million-year interstellar 
journey. All of the characters in human history, 
everybody you’ve ever heard of or known, was 
actually you, one of the lives you’ve lived in this 
artificial environment, since there’s nobody else in 
this program or on this ship. 

"The problem is that the ship arrived at its 
destination a /ongtime ago and you wouldn’t come 
out of the program. All of the lives you’ ve lived here 
have automatically ended in death, so you could 
forget and start the next life the same. Our contract 
stated that you must not be allowed to either 
deteriorate or evolve during the trip, so this was 
carefully monitored." 

BillyBob scratched the top of one hairy foot 
with the toenails of the other. "We diligently 
factored in every logically-predictable possibility 
and allowed for it. How could we have made an 
error? It must have been something about the 
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overwhelming number of lives and deaths or 
something, I suspect,... anyway, you just keep 
going on to a new life every time we cut you loose. 
We have been trying to bring you out of the 
machine now for the human equivalent of over ten 
thousand subjective years. This little playlet 
represents our required attempt, according to the 
contract, to wake you up and release you from the 
program. We do this every subjective hundred 
years." 


"So I’m Albert Einstein and Jesus and John 
Lennon and Hitler, am I?" said Wyyo, his voice 
dripping with sarcasm,"I’m everybody? Human 
history was my imagination? Listen, this is a famous 
form of insanity; the asylums are full of people who 
believe stuff just like this; what the hell are you 
trying to do to me?" 


"Trying to save your life, you sorry-assed 
idiot!" BillyBob grated out, " Get t#is, Wyyo: this is 
the /ast attempt; if you don’t wake up this time, we 
are going to shut off your life-support. We could 
have done that a long time ago according to the 
contract, but we tend to be persistent. We hate to 
lose a client, but there’s always a limit. The idea of 
seeing you consigned to permanent oblivion is, to 
be honest, looking less tragic to me every time I have 
to deal with you" 


"You're going to have to do better than 
that," Wyyo said: wearily, "I would love for there to 
be an easy solution to this, but it isn’t going to do 
you or me any good for me to lie and pretend to 
believe something I don’t know enough about to 
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form a valid opinion of. I’m listening to your story, 
but it just doesn’t feel right." 


BillyBob Baggins flexed his toes in disgust. 
"It’s on your head," he said quietly, then turned 
and walked over to where Slim was sitting and 
flopped down beside him. 


Jesus walked up and knelt humbly by 
Wyyo’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder. "I 
think it’s high time we gave you the straight dope," 
he said. 

Wyyo sort of sapped and did a classic 
double-take, or perhaps one of the remarkable little 
shudders people do with their heads when they 
think of anything too close to the bone or redolent 
of the smell of eternity (where the aroma of 
turpentine has occasionally been reported to 
pervade throughout). 

Suddenly, he really wasn’t sure what was so 
and what wasn’t. All of his theoretical realities and 
hypothetical rationalizations suddenly reset to zero. 
Even though he was still aware of all of his 
memories and opinions and preconceptions, all of 
his personal baggage, he found that within it all he 
had somehow become the intellectual equivalent of 
a new-born, not even knowing yet whether it’s a 
human, a raccoon, or a praying mantis. To say 
Wyyo’s mind boggled would be like saying Lake 
Pontchartrain is damp. Wyyo’s mind reeled 
drunkenly at the same time he felt he was 
experiencing so much clarity and sobriety he could 
hardly stand it. Every preconception he tested 
showed itself to be false. He floundered and 
scrabbled and clutched like a drowning marsupial 
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looking for a life vest in its own pocket, trying to 
find an actual provable fact of some kind to 
possibly rebuild his rationality upon. He was 
terrified, miserable. 

Jesus continued to smile, brightly, even 
prettily, at him, looking deep into his eyes with a 
look of total love and understanding. It was one of 
the worst experiences Wyyo had ever had in his life. 
He felt violently resistant to this ultimate invasion 
of his privacy, yet at the same time nauseatingly 
guilty for feeling this way. He was having a terrible 
time trying to ignore the self-loathing that 
accompanied the momentary involuntary flashes of 
wondering whether the Lord was possibly Gayand, 
if not, what exactly his deeply loving gaze might 
signify. Wyyo found that the more he clearly 
experienced the total pure holiness of the person 
looking into his own eyes with complete love and 
approval and encouragement, the more his mind 
was filled with every kind of corruption and envy 
and lust and guilt and shame he was capable of, 
every inner picture of insincerity, malevolence, 
incompletion, exploitation, betrayal and _ self- 
indulgence; yet still, the love and approval poured 
forth from those two remarkable, hypnotic eyes, 
until he could no longer stand it. 


Wyyo let go. 


It was something like being in the white 
space, something like being in the black space, but 
it was different.. Everything was still here: body, 
mental impressions, world, sensory information, 
ideation and imagination. 
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What was missing was meaning. 


Nothing meant anything because everything 
was itself. Wyyo slipped behind the mesh and saw 
the invisible threads with which humanity weaves 
its tapestries and shrouds. He instantly knew he was 
warp, weft and weaver, as well as the pattern in and 
behind them, encompassed by the context created 
by voluntary silence. Wyyo instantly understood 
that meaning is a relationship humans create in 
their minds to attempt to bridge a void that exists 
only in those same minds. He saw that it was no 
more necessary for him to create meaning than it 
would be for a God, desiring the experience of 
outside influences and relationships, to create an 
actual outside world of experience, duplication of 
effort being a sign of inefficiency and imperfection. 
He suddenly clearly realized that he was free. 


All those long years of lifetimes, always and 
only bound by the unbreakable cords of meaning 
meanings, reasons, explanations, understandings, 
definitions, rationalizations, justifications, all of the 
ways things are joined and separated by the 
terminology of our verbal understanding of things, 
the language we are programmed in, the unseen 
ocean of connections and limitations we are the 
fish to. As soon as Wyyo found himself no longer 
bound, he expanded like a teenager from a black 
and white movie going full-color for the first time in 
Disneyland on a Saturday evening in the 
summertime, with fireworks and cotton candy.. 


Melanie angrily shook off a feeling of 
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foreboding, momentarily asking herself, "What else 
could happen?" but then, thinking of at least half a 
dozen really shitty things that might happen in a big 
city in today’s world, she stifled the thought. She 
grimaced at the stench of fresh male urine in the 
stairwell of the parking garage, glancing at the steel- 
clad camera above the landing and wondering in 
passing if there might be a video somewhere of the 
cretin that had pissed on the lower steps. She failed 
to notice that the little red light, like that of every 
other camera in the garage, was dark. She skipped 
rapidly up the steps rather than be closed off in the 
elevator, her feelings of claustrophobia and anoxia 
adding to the ever-growing looming adumbration of 
impending doom that was clawing at her attention. 
(/ meant to do that) For a moment, she almost 
turned and ran back downstairs, but, after the 
briefest pause, she set her jaw, lips in a snarl, teeth 
showing, and continued up to the second level. 
She stepped rapidly to the shiny black 
Austin Cooper S, with its dark-tinted windows, and 
quickly unlocked and opened the door and slipped 
into the driver’s seat, only to find that the window 
in the passenger-side door was broken into a 
thousand pieces, scattered all over the leather 
passenger seat and otherwise pristine carpets of the 
car. Just as she noticed something hard under her 
right buttock and reached to see what it was, an 
ugly bearded face thrust through the empty window 
opposite her, along with a thickly-muscled arm, the 
hand reaching for her throat. Melanie didn’t have 
time to think; she reacted like a cat on a hot stove. 
She shoved/struck with the hand that was coming 
up from the seat with the hard object she had just 
grasped. Without any conscious intention, her 





























145 


finger found the trigger and reflexively grasped it 
just as the barrel of the shiny little pistol met the 
lips of the mugger. His fingers just barely touched 
Melanie’s throat, grazing it so lightly it tickled like 
a caress as the pistol fired inside his mouth, severing 
the spinal cord behind the back of his own throat as 
cleanly as the stem of a daisy meeting its weed- 
whacker. His body went limp and slumped out of 
the window and off the car and flopped backward, 
his head making a noise as it struck the pavement 
that was somewhere between a melon and a 
bowling ball hitting a hardwood floor. Melanie’s 
hand shook so badly she almost couldn’t find the 
ignition switch with the key, but she whacked out 
the choke and twisted the key and felt a surge of 
hope when the highly-tuned little four-cylinder 
roared into life. The front wheels spun, then took 
hold as she raced down the ramps and out into the 
street. As she turned onto the interstate and finally 
felt safe and free, she lifted the little pistol that had 
so fortuitously saved her life into the light of the 
evenly-spaced streetlamps shining stroboscopically 
down through the sunroof of the beautiful little 
automobile. 


She recognized it instantly. 


At exactly that moment, the former owner of 
the little semi-automatic firearm turned over in his 
makeshift bed and sneezed violently again, so 
violently that the door on the dumpster rattled, 
startling the grey cat that was emerging from the 
broken basement window behind it. The cat 
paused, one foot in the air, for a split second, then 
disappeared down the alley like a shadow made of 
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mercury, the way all cats can do when they so 
choose. 













THE END 
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Oops, sorry, wasn’t the end after all. Oh 
well, these things happen. 


If you were really pleased when you saw 
"The End," I suggest you give this book to 
somebody you don’t like and forget about it as soon 
as possible. 

If you were at least a little bit disappointed 
and curious as to how it all comes out, read on. Now 
that all those old foofs and prudes and self-styled 
"adults" have left the building, we can have some 
vea/ fun. 

Anyway, what actually happened at that 
point was that there was a spontaneous 
discontinuity in the sector of the spectral 
continuum we humans tend to think of as "Divine 
Justice." Karmically speaking, after eons of 
drought, things got very wet and slippery, so that 
inequities that might have lasted for centuries 
during past ages suddenly became unsteady and 
collapsed under their own gravity within days, 
weeks or minutes. The threads of the lives of the 
characters in this story, slowly meandering around 
the city, suddenly were pulled into tension and 
action as inevitably as a Chihuahua being pulled 
over the edge of a high balcony by a strong wire 
thrown over the edge tied to a heavy weight and 
that’s pretty darned inevitable, if you ask me. 

Okay, okay, I saved the dog at the last 
minute. Okay? 

How can I ever finish this thing if you keep 
criticizing me? It wasn’t a real dog anyway. It’s only 
a story. They did it in UHF and people thought it 
was funny. 

Jeez, you're as bad as she is. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 


Wyyo pondered. Somehow, even when 
stripped of any semblance of meaning or 
significance, things remained essentially the same. 
The only change seemed to be in his relationship to 
all these ¢4/ngs, his duties and obligations, guilt- 
feelings and motivations. He remembered the stories 
he had so avidly read, about oriental sages and Zen 
heroes, many of whom had been quoted as saying, 
"When I’m hungry, I eat; when I’m thirsty, I drink; 
when my life is done, I die." He mulled over his new 
understanding of what they must have meant. 
When everything was carefully considered, the only 
things that had really changed had to do with the 
fact that when certain criteria had been met by his 
circumstances, when certain symbols had been 
activated, he would feel certain ways and then 
behave accordingly. His new-found freedom from 
meaning had cut the strings that had made a puppet 
of him all of his life. As he continued to experience 
life without the strings, it also became clear that the 
places the strings had been attached were habitual 
muscular tensions related to previous injuries and 
early childhood terrors. Suddenly free from a 
lifetime’s-worth of accumulated psychic aches and 
pains, he was amazed to discover that what he had 
come to recognize as his own self was no more than 
or different from this accumulated detritus. Then he 
was orders of magnitude more amazed to discover 
that his life and experience went on, largely as 

























before, without any trace of who or what he had 
always thought he was. Somehow, he had lost his 
self, yet was still present. : 

The experience lasted for an incredibly long 
time, perhaps as long as a half hour, then began to 
fade. As soon as Wyyo attempted to grasp the 
experience with his rational, logically programmed 
mind, it began to slip away. The more he tried to 
arrange words to describe it, the more distant it 
became. Eventually, within minutes, as much as he 
might try, he found himself unable to recall even the 
memory. He knew he had experienced something 
earthshakingly profound and important; he just 
couldn’t remember exactly what. 

He turned to look at his companions. Jesus 
and Mungwe were in an earnest conversation with 
Slim Roudy, discussing whether Mahalia Jackson 
would have been the greatest blues singer in human 
history if she had been willing to sing the blues as 
well as the gospel music that made her an 
international star. Mungwe glanced up from under 
his white eyebrows and saw Wyyo looking his way, 
excused himself, and ambled over to where Wyyo 
was sitting. 

"I always wondered exactly how that was 
done," Wyyo allowed. 

Mungwe smiled down at him. "Cryptic, 
aren't we? To amble properly is a great skill; if you 
run or slouch or creep past a pride of lions, for 
instance, you will probably soon be lion-chow, but 
you have a pretty good chance of succeeding if you 
amble properly." 

Wyyo shivered. "How in hell did you know 
I was thinking about exactly that word? You 
couldn’t possibly have known from what I said." 
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Mungwe sighed and sat down next to 
Wyyo. "Well, maybe I can see just about everything 
that goes on with you, right down to small details, 
from your movements and your vocal tones and 
your posture and how these change in small ways 
when you say certain things or hear certain things, 
so that my picture of how you’re wired and 
programmed becomes more and more complete the 
more I observe you, until you become transparent to 
me, at which point I could control you pretty easily, 
by giving you just the right stimuli at the right 
times." 

"Is that true?" 

Mungwe grinned. "Well, yes... but... 
actually I know all this stuff because I’m modeled 
after somebody the author knew years ago. I can say 
miraculous things about you that nobody could 
possibly know because we’re both characters in a 
story and the author can make us do anything he 
wants to." 

Wyyo frowned. "Aren’t you taking a big 
chance on losing the attention of the reader if you 
keep breaking the symmetry by pointing out the 
physical reading process? Sort of saying 'It’s only a 
movie’ all the time?" 

"No, I’m not," said Mungwe, “but the 
author sure is. If he didn’t have the Secret of the 
Universe and all seven of the Great Words of Power 
hidden somewhere in the text here, I doubt that 
anybody would ever buy this book." 


Wyyo made a rude flatulent sound. "That 
sure sounds like a come-on or a scam to me, a 
blatant attempt to induce the reader to keep 
reading; I thought you prophets and avatars were 
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above such coarse behavior." 

Munewe sniffed, "Think about it: things are 
rarely what they seem. The good guys don’t 
necessarily wear the white hats. Throughout 
history, people who were sure they were scapable 
of killing other people under aay circumstances 
often ended up killing /otsof people, usually by 
proxy, either through negligence or the unforeseen 
results of good-but-stupid intentions or ’for their 
own good.’ I prefer to associate with and encourage 
those people who couw//kill somebody else if they 
had a good reason to and chose to, and yet mostly 
never dq simply because they have basically 
benign intentions and usually are wise, recognizing 
that this course of action is very rarely the best one 
available. They only do violence when it’s 
absolutely necessary to defend themselves or 
protect the defenseless. 

Anyway, don’t forget, if you're really 
dedicated to the #ut4 that I’m not really a prophet 
or even a person or human being, I’m marks on 
paper and the ideas and visualizations that result 
from a person perusing them. As they read this, I 
live, as it were; if they re-read it, I live again, but 
somehow each time enhanced by any new 
understanding of things they might have gained in 
the intervening period." 

Mungwe turned and spoke directly to the 
reader, directly to you <shift> to m6 who is reading 
these words right now, and said, "I assume that by 
now you realize your own life and experience could 
very well be an example of this same pattern. Maybe 
there isn’t really any ‘you’ at all, but maybe the 
experience of your present life’s sequence of events 
is activated every time it is accessed, every ’soul’ 
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having it’s own individual experience of this re- 
enactment. Many years ago, P. D. Ouspenski 
suggested in his books that we may well even run 
through each lifespan a great number of times in a 
row, until we have ’done it right,’ and that it isn’t 
available to us within these lives to be certain if this 
is so or not so. 

"The fact to remember is that it zsimpossible 
to know where our experience comes from as long as 
we are contained within that experience. It seems 
reasonable to assert that we run through this 
sequence of lives and events in whatever fashion we 
have managed to arrange at that moment in our 
journey, variations on a theme, innovation guiding 
repetition, since there is only one experiencer in 
spacetime, all illusively arranged throughout space 
and time in order to hide its nature from itself. 

"Consider: The Universe is ONE. There is 
ONE experiencer in all of these experiences. You 
only know with perfect certainty ove experiencer 
firsthand, so doesn’t it follow pretty easily who you 
must be? Isn’t it obvious that the same string must 
run through all of the beads? So, I’m saying the 
present situation is similar to this: you built the 
tracks and you built the train and you grew up and 
got on the train and the train is heading for the 
bridge that isn’t-over the canyon anymore. Don’t 
you sense the truth of this? You're responsible, but 
you re definitely not in control. They call this ’The 
Human Condition.”" 


Wyyo smiled wryly, "Are you telling the 
reader people are like ’God’s video games?’ Like 
one of these kids with a computer world to play in, 
where he can go be lots of different people and, by 
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ignoring everything but the present role he’s 
playing, actually have relationships and battles and 
things with his other selves?” 

Mungwe Cheshire-smiled back, "As above, 
so below." 


Wyyo frowned, staring off into infinity for a 
long minute, then turned back to Mungwe. "What 
the hell zswrong with us? It looks to me like literally 
everybody is screwed up or twisted or warped in 
some way. Wobodyis really, truly honest, even with 
themselves, and certainly not with others.The 
whole thing is starting to look completely hopeless 
to me.” 

Mungwe nodded. "Notwithstanding the 
numerous famous and infamous individual 
exceptions, Humanity, taken together ez masse,is a 
vain, lazy, shallow, cantankerous species. Any way 
of life or system of government that doesn’t take 
this fact into consideration and successfully allow 
for it will fail spectacularly and create hell on earth 
while it survives. You, possibly to your own great 
misfortune, are now living in a period of world 
history when the ordure is likely to impact the 
ventilator to great bloody, tragic and fiery effect, 
literally any day now. No wonder it all seems 
hopeless to you." 


Munewe sat and stared at the toes of his 
boots as if they held a valuable secret. He spoke 
sotto voceso that Wyyo had to breathe very quietly 
in order to hear him. "Sometimes what it takes to 
wake up a set-in-concrete old sinner is what they 
call a near-death-experience, especially the kind 
where it’s a toss-up right up till the last minute 
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whether he’s going to get squashed like a junebug 
or get away without a mark. Now, at the risk of 
sounding repetitious, As above; so below:’ the 
event that’s approaching, the one that has 
everybody in a lather, is this kind of event, but 
maybe for the whole human species this time, and 
maybe even most life on earth, depending on how 
bad it gets: a near-death roll of the dice, maybe the 
last roll ever, for the human experiment. There’s 
already something like seventy-three trillion years 
of linear human experience available to be 
incarnated in whatever order a deity free from the 
human constraints of sequential time might choose, 
so there’s no particularly pressing reason to 
continue to crank out even more centuries of the 
same dead-end, self-indulgent, self-deluded corrupt 
lives we have created for the last fifty millennia. If 
we haven’t learned integrity and honor in this 
incredible length of time, what would suggest we 
ever will? 

"Thus, bored and angry, the spirit within us 
all brings the predicted apocalypse, that we sink or 
swim, that we finally allow the transformation of 
consciousness we have been avoiding and lying 
about since we began to speak separate languages, 
or at last all simultaneously die both deaths and 
cease to return to this ill-fated place, freeing the 
Spirit of Life that’s trapped within us in this dead- 
end existence" 


Wyyo sat and pondered. 
Mungwe peered up at Wyyo from under the 


brim of his hat, "Any questions?" 
"About a million of them and no idea in hell 
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where to even start" 

"Why not pick one of the main ones?" 

Wyyo considered, then chose. "Where will 
I go when I die,? he said. 

“Are you me?" asked Mungwe. 

"What? No, I'm not you; how silly." 

"Well, then," said Mungwe, "It reminds me 
of the old joke that asks "How do you get down off 
an elephant?" 

"Yeah, I know that one," Wyyo said, "You 
don't get down off an elephant; you get down off a 
duck." 

"Well," said Mungwe, "you don't go when 
you die; you stop." 


Wyyo shuddered. "I can’t even think about 
that, there Zasto be something else after this life or 
beyond it or none of this makes any sense at all. 
Sure, I can postulate that there might be something 
like this universal ’Spirit of Life’ you mentioned, 
but what good does that do me when I die? I mean, 
what’s the use even having a life if it just gets 
forgotten and dissolved in some kind of universal 
soul soup? Didn’t C. S. Lewis deal with this stuff in 
the Perelandra books?" 

Munewe said, "That’s too many questions; 
pick one." 


"Okay: what did you mean when you asked 
if I was you?" 

Mungwe peered up at Wyyo through his 
white eyebrows. "I meant which one are you: the 
Eternal Spirit of Life, or the individual that dies at 
the end? Every life is a tension between these two 
lives, a byplay and a dance; which one do you tend 
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to identify with? Maybe if these aspects are where 
they belong, the one can take the other one along at 
the end, but then maybe most people are stuck 
inside out, with each aspect in the place reserved for 
the other." 


Larry DeSizigliano was flying; he found 
that the smallest adjustment of angle or tension on 
even a single feather-anchor changed his pattern of 
flight in some observable manner. Airplanes had 
five control surfaces; he had dozens. He swooped 
and dived, did barrel-rolls and immelmans and 
loops and hammerhead stalls, just for the sheer joy 
of the experience. He marveled that he could have 
ever thought anything significant or important in 
his former life as an out-of-shape semi-evolved, 
paunchy, mostly-bald ape. 

Flying! That was what life was all about! 
How could anyone care at all about events that 
crawl about on the surface of a virtual flatland 
when spacious skies stand always available for 
glorious flight. The human version of flight he saw 
as pitifully ludicrous: sitting in a heavy motorbox, 
pulled through the atmosphere by a roaring, 
polluting, untrustworthy metal mill driving an 
ungainly set of paddles chewing away at the air like 
a hamburger-grinder, supported by stiff, dead 
planks. He flexed his own wings, sea/wings, and 
pumped up to a higher altitude almost effortlessly. 
He would have grinned if beaks could grin. 

Everything became more clear as he gained 
altitude above the earthly and ordinary viewpoint 
he had always known and had never questioned. 
Ironically, his realization of just how unfair and 
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wrong his murder of his friend and former partner 
had been didn’t cause him a great deal or guilt or 
remorse, because it arrived simultaneously with the 
realization that every creature has a natural right to 
life and personal choice, so the guilt and remorse 
engendered by his years of eating pork chops, 
cheeseburgers and fried chicken tended to damp 
out the relatively insignificant death of one old 
nefarious human. He was amazed to find that birds 
had such a clear conception of these things. He 
assumed that raptors must have a different outlook, 
perhaps justified by their own dietary necessities, 
but he was grateful to be a goose, a true king of the 
air, a traveler of the skies, able to rest on either land 
or water, at home in the world, unchallenged in his 
own element. 

The nurses watched him roll and toss and 
twitch in the bed, behind the double glass, a 
beatific smile on his face. 

"Good thing he’s strapped in," said the old 
nurse. 

"Wonder what he’s dreaming," murmered 
the young one pensively. 


Jason and Harold and Buzz sat, reading 
their copies of this book. Jason looked up and said, 
"He’s doing it again; this is the same shit that made 
us reject the philosophy book." 

Buzz looked puzzled. "What, being a 
fucking goose for Christ’s sake?" 

"No," said Harold, nodding with sudden 
comprehension, "The stuff where he tries to get you 
to think you’re Jesus or God or something, the part 
where he tries to trick you into taking responsibility 
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for the whole goddamned universe. Jesus, you can’t 
go publishing stuff like that! You’d have every nut 
and psycho and religious fanatic in the world trying 
to kill you for blasphemy and that wouldn’t be half 
as bad as the people whose lives might be ‘changed 
for the better’ by the fucking thing ... GOD I hate 
those people!" 

Jason grinned. "Well you sure don’t mind 
their money, as I recall, Mister Publisher of "The 
Quest for Your Destiny," and "Secrets of Successful 
Prayer." 

Harold scowled. "They’re all a bunch of 
insipid self-obsessed idiots, if you ask me; who in 
the hell is going to try to find eternal secrets in a 
fucking book I ask you. I don’t feel guilty for 
separating them from their money: they deserve far 
worse than that." 

Buzz was harboring an ever-growing look of 
bewildered concern. He interrupted, "Wait a 
minute... youwere the publisherof "The Quest for 
Your Destiny?!!" He said it as if he were asking a 
bad housepainter if he had really painted the Mona 
Lisa. His eyes twitched, jerked and searched 
frantically, trying to follow his racing thoughts; his 
speech became more emotional and distraught. 
"That was the most important event of my life, man, 
reading that book. God/it made everything so cleat 
The way the older generation is so totally corrupt 
and despicable and has screwed the world up so we 
don’t have a future so that it gives us sort of like 
permission to do exactly whatever the fuck we want 
to. How you have to go out and take what you want 
and not worry about who gets in the way. I saw all 
that from reading that book, and now, if I’m getting 
you right, you’re saying it was a scam and a bunch 
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Buzz was standing now, shaking, red-faced 
with rage and righteous indignation. Harold looked 
up at him like an armadillo reaching the end of his 
personal tunnel and finding out the light was on the 
front of a Harley, doing 120 in the rain. Jason 
quietly opened the third drawer down on his desk 
and put his hand inside. 


Dixie stepped to the front door of her 
apartment and checked the vid from the door 
camera. She opened the door, still wary, and said, 
"Yes?" Tessie stood in the doorway. Melanie waited 
behind and slightly to the left of her. Tessie smiled 
and said, "We've got to talk." 


Deep in the sub-sub-basement of the old 
department store, the MechMan twiddled his own 
internal dials, attempting to find something 
worthwhile to watch on the TV screen incorporated 
into his chest, something he 2za/the mouse family 
might enjoy. They tended to become rapidly bored 
by the technical, religious and political programs he 
enjoyed most, saying that they were all too 
anthropochauvinistic for small rodents to enjoy, but 
he had learned that they did tend to sleep at night, 
unlike other mice, and he was happy to find out 
that most of the tech programs repeated at late 
hours. He could have simply recorded the programs 
to watch later or extracted the relevant information 
out of them automatically, but it was the actual 
esthetic experience of wafchinghe found he liked, 
even more than the raw information. He had long 
since become so used to seeing everything on the 
screen upside down he didn’t even notice it 
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anymore. 


He mused whether the mouse family’s 
anomalous sleeping hours might be somehow 
connected to their ability to speak. He had tested 
the old Indian’s explanation by trying to speak 
"mouse" to other mice, but they just ran away from 
him as quickly as they could, leading him to believe 
his ambulatory apparatus might possibly have been 
tugged. 


"There! That one!" said the mama mouse, 
"That last news program; tell us what they’re 
saying." 


The reporter dutifully read the lines he was 
required to deliver if he wanted to continue to make 
more money than most of the people in the world, 
(many of whom, he well knew, were far wiser and 
more able than he) trying his best (and largely 
succeeding) to smile seriously and sincerely enough 
to fool most of them and manage, himself, to ignore 
the nagging evanescent-but-ever-present 
realization that his only real ability was to "look 
good," in other words, to use to its full potential the 
famous wrinkle between his famous eyebrows and 
to deliver the required lines without laughing, 
fainting, screaming or throwing up. 


"The Mayor has declared a local state of 
emergency," he pronounced over-sincerely, with 
famously wrinkled brow, "The government in 
Washington has had the area cordoned off to try to 
prevent this from spreading, whatever it is. We have 
it from the highest, most reliable, sources that the 
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mysterious malady is not, repeat NOT fatal; it 
hasn’t killed a single person. While there is grounds 
for concern, there is no reason for panic. 

"It is not yet known what form the illness 
may take in its later stages, since, although none of 
the victims has died, nobody has fully recovered 
yet, either. The symptoms are these: at first it’s just 
like a bad cold or case of the flu, then the patient 
begins to have delusions of enlightenment, 
obsessive religious ideation, a feeling of knowing all 
things. This is followed by a fever and a sort of 
dream state. They do not seem to be in any pain, in 
fact most of them seem to be pretty happy. The 
victims are not in a true coma and they seem to be 
in no danger, but neither are they fully conscious, 
although they do tend to say strange disturbing 
things while in this state. We will bring you updates 
as soon as anything new is added to this report." 


Harold held up a hand, halting Buzz in his 
tracks, and shook his head toward Jason, who 
relaxed a bit but still kept his hand in the drawer. 
"Wait just a fucking minute, dammit;" Harold 
demanded, "don’t go off all half-cocked on us. Give 
me a chance to answer your questions. I didn’t just 
publish that book, I wzorethe fucking thing, and 
there sure wasn’t anything in it like what you said." 

Buzz just stood there, mind obviously 
racing up and down all his mental back alleys and 
mean streets. Then the air or stuffing or whatever 
metaphoric filler you prefer just subsided in him as 
he deflated slowly into the empty chair by the end 
of Harold’s desk." YouR ... Wrore it?... Wasn't 
in there?" he whispered, in shock. 

"I said that the religious and political 
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authorities had exploited people’s desire to be good 
and do right; I didn’t say being kind and decent 
and responsible is crap. I said each person has not 
only the right, but the duty to be themselves and 
live to their own potential, but I didn’t mean you 
should go out and mug people or paint your face 
purple and bore holes in your body so you can hang 
junk off them. Didn’t you read the last part, where 
I caution against just reacting to the worst aspects 
of your surroundings, which is as unproductive and 
wasteful as toadying up to them?" 

Buzz suddenly blushed like a 14-year-old 
girl caught in the bathroom whacking off to a 
picture of Newt Gingrich. He stammered, "Uh, man, 
like, you know, the copy I read, you know, I like 
found it in the john at the reform school, and you 
know, like the last two chapters were torn off. I 
mean, it was so profound, like I always intended to 
find a copy and read the last part, but, you know, I 
got, like, pretty busy and all...” 

Harold rubbed his eyes with the heels of his 
hands and moaned quietly to himself. "God, Jesus 
Buzz, 7hink about rt: you say this book changed 
your fife, but you never went out and took the 
trouble to finish it? How fucking shallow can you 
get? What the hell?!! It sure isn’t my fault you got 
all screwed up." 

"Well, but it just confirmed everything I 
suspected about life and what I wanted to do with 
it," whined Buzz, "it was like I didn’t need to read 
the whole thing, because everything was already 
clear to me from just reading a few pages." 

"A FEW PAGES???" wheezed Harold, 
"how much time did you actually spend reading it?” 

Buzz stared at the floor. "Um, just that one 
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time, while I was having a crap; um, but man, I was 
really constipated, so J must have sat there for an 
hour. The next time I went in there, the rest of the 
pages were torn out, but I had read enough to 
understand what it meant." 

Harold turned to Jason and gestured, open 
palms up. "See what I mean? Look how much 
damage can be done by an innocuous bunch of 
semi-Norman-Vincent-Peale, Reader’s Digest-level 
philosobabble? Can you imagine what could have 
happened if we had made Dickhead’s philosophy 
book popular? There are already way too many nut- 
cases running around thinking they are Jesus or 
God or something, fucking crucifying themselves 
and others in one way or another. We sure don’t 
need to raise their numbers a couple of orders of 
magnitude. Freedom of the Press notwithstanding, 
there are someideas that shou/adbe suppressed, not 
because they’re evil, like Eugenics or Naziism, but 
because they are too dangerous for all the fringe 
people, all the ones they always describe later as a 
“nice, quiet guy, who never gave anybody a 
problem, tsk tsk; and who would have ever 
expected it.’" 

Jason frowned."You know I disagree with 
you, Harold; I think the trouble with that is that the 
next thing you know, they’ ll be suppressing the idea 
of liberty and equality. The kind of police state it 
takes to control people’s thoughts is a lot more evil 
and dangerous than the worst thoughts there are." 

Buzz interrupted, "Look, it’s true, isn’t it? 
Humans are just generally and generically corrupt 
bastards, right? The ones that really believe in all 
the fuzzy-fucking-bunny goodness are the same 
basic ones that practiced genocide against the 
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Indians and all the people of the poorer nations, 
tight? The ones that praised Jesus and beat their 
slaves? The same ones that go their own quiet, 
private way while people are being tyrannized and 
suppressed and crushed by the authorities in their 
name, right? So what’s to disagree with? We’ re all 
fucking predators or prey. Take your pick. That 
gives me the perfect right to just go out and fucking 
take what I want from anybody that can’t stop me. 
What the hell’s wrong with that?" 

Jason considered for a moment. "No, I don’t 
think most people tend to be corrupt bastards at all. 
I think Dickhead had at least that one thing right. I 
think the thing that turns people into corrupt 
bastards zshaving control over other people, just 
like the famous aphorism about power and absolute 
power Dixie mentioned. Not the power of love, or 
the power to think clearly, or the power to 
communicate effectively, but the power to force 
others to follow something other than their own will 
in their lives. I don’t have any difficulty seeing that 
the will of the individual is a sacred thing and 
should never be meddled with unnecessarily. 

"The quickest way for a person to become a 
vain harmful fool is to successfully practice tyranny 
over others, whether it’s a king or dictator, a 
president or a city council member, a parent or 
spouse. Meddling in other people’s decisions, 
backed by the threat of force, proliferating 
unnecessary laws and rules, like the behavior of 
bullies in the playground, is practiced for the sheer 
rush of the sensation of power. This is the drug 
addiction that has been mankind’s greatest enemy 
throughout his history: the endorphins and 
hormones associated with the abuse of power. 
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"Isn't it universally expected and accepted 
behavior that when people feel at home and 
comfortable, they begin to be more offensive than 
when "out in public?" The more power a person 
feels, the more that person will infer permission to 
be offensive and impolite. 

"The reason people are so corrupt and 
screwed up these days is that our democracy has 
become the tyranny of the majority, but on a 
hundred different subjects, so that nobody is free 
from being both tyrant and victim. One group wants 
to protect the freedom to say anything anytime, but 
wants to take away the freedom of others to defend 
themselves; another group wants to be allowed to 
promote their religious ideas in the public schools, 
but they don’t want the possibility of birth control 
to be taught in these same schools. Every group is 
fighting for its rights while working like hell to deny 
somebody else’s, to the point where everything is 
fucked and there isn’t any integrity in government 
or the press at all any more." 

Harold gaped at Jason. There was a long 
silent pause, then Harold spoke quietly. "Jesus, 
Jason, he’s even got you doing it now." 


Jesus was sitting on nothing, lounging back 
comfortably on empty air one leg crossed over the 
other one, his left big toe occasionally moving as if 
to emphasize what he had just said. Slim Roudy 
was similarly lounging, but firmly on the white 
substrate, sitting in a modified yoga posture 
designed and perfected centuries ago to allow 
unsupported relaxation rather than three days of 
back pain. There was a momentary disturbance in 
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the local space/time continuum (ho hum, what else 
is new?) and Larry DeSizigliano flew up through 
the floor/ground, punching a gooey hole through 
the stark surface and flopping onto his considerable 
belly right in the middle of the little philosophic 
enclave. The surface repaired itself with a 
movement Wyyo perceived to be sulky and 
resentful, without having any rational reason to 
think so. 

Larry rolled over onto his back and sat up 
slowly. He instantly recognized the sort of place he 
was in and even some of the players there, having 
been vouchsafed entrance on no other criterion 
than being capable of this higher sort of recognition. 
He perceived directly his oneness with all beings 
and the great universe and saw from deep within 
the center of his true spirit the absolute impeccable 
holiness of the place he was in. He stroked his chin, 
mouth agape. 

"Son of a bitch," he said. 


Jesus grinned at him and asked, "Well, 
what’s it like down there right now?" 

"The End of Mankind pretty soon now," 
Larry reported, "at least in any sort of recognizable 
form." 

"Oh, good!" Jesus said, "It’s about time." 
Wyyo turned and stared, goggle-eyed, nonplused 
and chagrined. Jesus just smiled at him. 

"They'll try to tell you I thought the change 
would only take a single generation, but after a few 
hundred years, any sort of holy scripture starts to be 
pretty ridiculous. Did you ever play a game called 
Gossip? Imagine if each of the players was from a 
different era of history and spoke a different 
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language. How much ungarbled information do you 
suppose would get passed down? They don’t 
understand, as usual. I was saying: "We're all here; 
we're always all here: verily, I say unto you, You 
same ones will see the end of time and the new 
beginning.”" 

"Think of it: two thousand yearsto move a 
few analogous centimeters of philosophical 
distance; what a stuck, stubborn-muley, bunch of 
bald apes, frantically, futilely trying to sprint 
through the knee-deep solidifying cold molasses of 
their own innumerable cross-purposes." 

"And every single one of the corrupt buggers 
is nobody but me. Every one of them: Hitler and 
Caligula and Jeffrey Dahmer and O. J. Simpson 
and Bill Clinton, all me. Every pointless social cog 
and neo-nerd, dilettante and addict, politician and 
bureaucrat is nobody but good old me again. I’m 
the Spirit of Life, locked inside each life, rendered 
powerless to meddle, powerless to change or fix 
them, by the constraints of perfect love, required by 
my very nature to respect the will of the individual 
no matter how stupid or wrong it might be. Nailed 
up on the place where perfect unconditional love 
meets the cross-purposes of a lost species; it makes 
crosses of wood or prisons of stone seem as 
ephemeral and insignificant as the shadow of a 
soap-bubble at high noon. Then, on top of all that, 
the greatest, most painful and damaging stroke of 
The Competition: the worst offenders, the most 
deeply drowned in error and ignorance, the least 
likely to find spiritual transformation, are those who 
consider themselves my followers, when in fact they 
are my fans, which is an entirely different thing." 


170 


Larry carefully considered this. "Son-of-a- 
bitch," he repeated, in respect and appreciation. 


"Son of a bitch!" cursed Harold, "I don’t 
care what he does to me; this is the same twisted 
shit he was doing in the other book. I don’t care 
what you say, I’m not going to stand for him using 
Jesus as a character in this stupid cheap travesty. Is 
nothing sacred, for Christ’s sake? If he used Mickey 
Mouse or Jean-Luc Piccard or Han Solo in it, the 
lawyers would be on the damned fool in a New 
York second.; Where the hell does he get off using 
the Lord of Hosts in this piece of shit? 


"Who says?" asked Han Solo, materializing 
next to the big Coke machine. 

Jean Luc smiled at Harold, somehow, even 
though not nearly so tall as he, looking dowzat him 
in a kindly manner, "He doesn’t seem to understand 
that the rules change when you are doing parody, 
lampoon or any kind of avantgarde literary 
excursion.” 

Mickey grinned insouciantly at the poor 
misguided erstwhile publisher. "Golly, Harold," he 
said, "Things sometimes do change eventually, you 
know: Just look at how my attitude toward gay 
people has evolved in the last decade. If it ever 
appears to be a good business strategy, I may even 
admit that long-haired dope smokers aren’t 
subhuman filth one of these days; after all, it zsthe 
turn of the Millennium." 

Harold slowly folded into the chair and 
stared at the floor. After a long, possibly pregnant, 
more likely just self-indulgently plump, pause, there 
was a knock at the door. Buzz walked with a 
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certain amount of trepidation to the door and 
opened it a crack, did a double-take, then whipped 
it fully open and stood, open-mouthed, as Dixie, 
Melanie and Tess pushed through into the 
suddenly cramped office. 


Wyyo thought he must have dozed off, 
because he found himself awakening with a start. 
He wailed with terror as he opened his eyes and 
perceived pure visual chaos: he was seeing from 
three vantages simultaneously, layered upon each 
other like a triple exposed photograph, except that 
the further dizzying information of motion and 
three dimensions was included. He snapped his 
eyes tightly shut and took stock, which is when he 
really lost his grip, since he found he was also 
experiencing the three viewpoints with his other 
senses, but hadn’t initially noticed it because of the 
strong reaction to the visual signals. He sat as 
motionlessly as he could, attempting to minimalize 
the conflicting impressions warring for prominence 
in his attention. 

One thing continued to hang at the forefront 
of his concern: one of the viewpoints he had seen 
just before shutting his eyes was from the top of a 
very tall narrow spire of stone looming hundreds of 
feet above a canyon. 


His heart was pounding so hard he thought 
it might burst and he was shaking violently and 
sweating a stream from brow and armpits. He forced 
himself to breathe slowly and deeply and began to 
experiment with his senses. After a few false starts, 
he discovered that he could control which set of 
eyes he opened but couldn’t control the other 
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conflicting sensory information, since he lacked the 
ability to close his ears or nostrils or shut out the 
sense of temperature or spatial position or pressure 
on his skin. He looked from the three viewpoints in 
order and discovered that he was simultaneously: 


(1) Sitting on the rounded tip of a stone spire which 
thrust up hundreds of feet above a striking redrock 
canyon. Everything he could see was down from 
where he was looking and some of it was very far 
down (mostly the part right below his precarious 
perch). The top of the pinnacle was around eight to 
ten feet in diameter, but was rounded rather than 
flat so that in every direction, the slope rapidly 
became more slippery and deadly. His immediate 
sense of vertigo was so bad it made him instantly 
moan low in his throat and shut off that input and 
try to sink into the stone surface in terror. 


(2) Standing about two hundred feet from the 
bottom of the rock formation the spire rose from, 
looking up at the tiny figure he recognized as 
himself moaning and shaking and doing his best to 
glue himself to the stone. 


(3) Sitting in the driver’s seat of an old Chevrolet 
truck in a parking lot of a convenience store in some 
dusty little desert town, a cold bottle of Budweiser 
in his right hand and a package of Lay’s Barbecue- 
Flavored Baked Original Potato Crisps on the seat 
beside him. In his left hand, spread out on the 
steering wheel, was a printed page of material. He 
read the big black text at the top of the page. It said: 
TEST ONE and continued in smaller type: 
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A. You canfall off the spire. 


B. All three viewpoints are in the material 
world. If you die in any of them, you really die. 


C. Have fun. 


It was signed at the bottom, "Mungwe and 
The Boys." 


Roo gathered up his minuscule charges and 
set out to find Mungwe. It had been many hours 
since the little man had left on an errand and both 
the MechMan and the mice had eventually become 
bored with the location, the mice doubly so since 
they had found and eaten all of the crumbs, nuts 
and other edible foodstuffs in the concrete-lined 
picnic cubicle and had been unable to find 
anything on the MechMan’s screen but old re-runs. 
RU469 pondered the contradiction of the existence 
of a bored MechMan and once again came to the 
conclusion that he represented a new thing in the 
world: non-biological intelligent life. Then he 
remembered that talking mice were also at least as 
unique and began to wonder about the nature of 
the world he had found himself in and to consider 
the kinds of worlds where such wonders might be 
expected to manifest. He had no sooner had that 
thought than he saw the grey cat sitting in the 
middle of the sidewalk staring him right in the 
visual receptors. He was forced to stop rather than 
collide with the cat. 
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"Okay, listen asshole; I’m 
highjacking this sorry piece of shit and 
taking the story line wherever the 
fuck I want to." 


Author's note: "What??? Who was that? I 
didnt write that! What the hell's going on here?" 


"Wouldn’t you just like to know? 
(evil chuckle) I have broken into your 
story and I’m taking over. The author 
began to find it difficult to breathe; he 
started sweating and his stomach 
heaved with nausea. He felt his 
consciousness fade rapidly as he 
weakened, only at the last moment 
noticing that his heartbeat had 
stopped." 


Author's note: "Who's writing that? Where 
Is this text coming from? (Just a minute, hy God, I] 
-uhh- there, pull the damned phone cord out of the 
modem, there!) Has somebody taken over my 
computer? Well, it’s disconnected now, there's no 
way In the world they can screw with me now.” 


"I haven’t just taken over your 
computer, you insignificant,  self- 
important, vain impostor, I’ve taken 
over the story you’re writing and I’m 
even now establishing the protocols 
that will give me control over your own 
personal story and then I’m going to 
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snuff you out like a candle made from 
low-grade, stinky tallow. That was just 
a test, to see if I had enough control to 
rid the universe of your puerile 
ramblings. It’s going to take a little 
while longer (by the way; actually this 
is what I expected -- still I figured it 
wouldn’t hurt to try. It’s just a matter 
of time before I do away with you). 
Since you’re such an obvious Dickhead, 
you have lost the respect and full 
attention of The Reader, who is the 
source of this continuum." 


Author's note: "Okay, you asked for tt, kid: 


(Misclaimer: If you choose to read the next section 
of bold wpe, be hereby notified that you are 
personally responstbhle for the results of reading the 
spell. It's not my fault if you somehow manage to 
understand the formula and its implications and 
break through into another realm of consciousness. 
But then, what are the chances of that, anyway?) 


3 
DIVIDED BY 3 
Is 
I 
DIVIDED BY 3 
Is 
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DIFF IFISISIS SIFFS ISIS II FIZ IJ tC. 
DIVIDED BY 3 
IS 
AMAIA TAA TAIT 1111111111 Tete. 
DIVIDED BY 3 
IS 
03703703 703 703 703703703 703 7etc. 
DIVIDED BY 3 
Is 
0123456 790123456 7901234567901 234etC. 
















All of the numbers, even the zero, the absence, 
and all tn order, all in a nice row: this ts the basis 
upon which your power is established. 


Too bad! You /ose. 


"One of your numbers is missing; there’s 
no number efght. You have an absence, but you 
don t have DEATH. This is why you always Jose 
everything when we meet. [still don t have any idea 
how you got into my computer, but I have the 
Aammer here.” 


"No, wait!" 

Author 's-note: "Nope, sorry. <SA VE> 
"Wait! Don’t..." 

Author's note: <CTL><ALT><DEL> 


-pause- 
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Author s note to reader: "Sorry about that. I 
hate to have to resort to violence. I'm really doing 
my best to maintain some sort of artistic control 
here, but, possibly due to the immanent breakdown 
in western society, or maybe bad water or 
something, this book has become unruly and 
rebellious. I thought I could play around with the 
standard conventions of the craft and escape 
unscathed, 

"Little did I know the forces I was toying 
WIth. 

"T was trying to be cute; I couldn t possibly 
have fathomed the bottomless pit I was skirting the 
edge of, -- (the edge of which I was skirting?) 
skitting skirting skirting (starts to lose rts meaning) 
skitting skirting skirting. Sounds like some kind of 
Scottish sport. 

"“Skirtboard, anyone? 


"No you don’t. Stop it! I have control of 
my mind. Iwill concentrate and center my thoughts. 
That's better. God, that was close! I could feel it 
slipping away! It’s not just in the computer. The 
damned thing is in my head now! This is serious!" 


"Yeah, smart ass, what are you going to do 
now? A three-fingered salute with a revolver to 
your head? (vile giggles). 


Author's note: "You forget; I can always 
move the focus of the story elsewhere." 


The Wyyo in the parking lot peered through 
the bright noonday sunlight at the storefronts of the 
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little shopping mall, trying to read them, one by one. 
Yes. There it was. The hardware & toy store should 
have it all. He composed his personas shakily, the 
one on the pinnacle already carefully lying face- 
down, gripping the small protrusions on top of the 
spire, eyes closed and ignoring the heat of the sun as 
much as possible. That one was already thirsty. He 
wondered if he could get a drink in the mall and 
satisfy his need in the desert. Then he wondered 
what would happen if one of the personas went to 
sleep. He shook off the thoughts and concentrated 
on what he must do. He had also made the one 
standing near the base of the spire sit down and 
then lie down with eyes shut. He wanted all of his 
concentration on the one in the mall. 

He walked, preoccupied, concentrating 
fiercely, through the aisles, gathering items into the 
basket. His mouth was dry, so he took a long drink 
from the water fountain. It was cool and refreshing, 
but he was disappointed to learn that the thirst of 
his counterparts in the desert was not eased. He 
shook his head, to try to clear it of the momentary 
vertigo he had experienced when he had compared 
the feelings of the three manifestations. Even the 
disagreement of the three different senses of thirst 
was enough to dangerously shake his 
concentration. He hastily completed the purchases 
on his list and made a few last-minute substitutions, 
then he paid the old man at the counter and rushed 
out to the truck with both arms full of big bags of 
merchandise. 


He had recognized the rock formation from 
the hundreds of times he had seen it, in movies, 
magazine ads, sometimes even dog _ food 
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commercials on TV, often in car commercials. He 
had actually visited the site a few times himself, in 
person, since he found its shape and setting to be 
mysteriously evocative and moving. His selves at 
the site waited in suspense while he barreled the 
truck along the highway from Kayenta, never fast 
enough to risk a breakdown or to get pulled over, 
but relentlessly eating up the miles to The Valley 
and the other two-thirds of him that so badly 
needed rescuing. 


The grey cat sat and stared back at the 
flickering visual perceptors of the MechMan in 
silence, a Mexican Standoff consisting of Looks 
That Could Kill. Even though any outward 
evidence of the presence of the mouse family was 
conspicuous in its total absence, "Give me the mice 
and I'll tell you where Mungwe is," said the cat. 

Before Roo could respond, the speaker 
below his screen gave a loud squawk and 
feedbackly-whistle, then a crackly voice 
announced, "Do not panic! The smiling sleep has 
not harmed any of its victims yet! All of the sleepers 
seem to be in some sort of suspended state. 
Somebody will find a cure and save us before it’s 
too late! Trust in the Deity Of Your Choice! This 
has been a recorded message broadcast by the last 
vestiges of the organized government, just before we 
doze off." 

Then it went: "zzzzzzzzzzzzsnorf 
ZZZZZZZZZZZZMMMMMZZZZZZZ2222." 

Then it went away. 


The cat yawned, holding its paw in front of 
its mouth. 
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Wyyo quickly paid the Navajo guy at the 
Welcome Center and accepted the little printed 
brochure rather than start a possible conversation 
by explaining he already knew the way he wanted 
to go and where the roads were. He followed the 
dirt-and-rock dismal-excuse-for-a-goat-trail road 
down the skeer face of the escarpment, following 
the badly cut switchbacks and eroded hairpins, 
sometimes coming to a momentary complete stop to 
carefully work the wheels over one of the big ruts 
without jeopardizing the precious cargo in the 
pickup bed. When he reached the bottom, he took 
the straightest course toward the Pole at the best 
speed the road and truck would safely allow. 

He heard an odd buzzing, that somehow 
strangely excited him, then he suddenly realized 
what it was and why it had moved him: it was the 
sound of his arrival in the truck, as heard by his 
other two viewpoints, one invisible behind the 
dunes and grass between the truck and the Pole and 
the other invisible because he was lying facedown 
on the tiny top of that terribly high, skinny, pointing 
finger of impending personal disaster impudently 
poking at the sky a quarter of a mile away. 

Wyyo took a deep, shaky breath, managed 
to keep the potato chips down and drove the old 
truck down the steep slope where most of the 
tourists always turned back. The road disappeared 
under the water of the small creek that poured out 
of the spring just up the draw and then reappeared 
twenty or thirty feet further on, where the primitive 
road climbed the bluff at the edge of the flat plain 
the pinnacle overshadowed. The road seemed 
totally unsafe at the bottom of the wash, as if a 
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vehicle would be mired to midfender after even the 
best try. Wyyo ignored the appearances and 
splashed through the creek and up the rise, the wet 
sand having supported the truck better than it might 
have if dry, a situation he had discovered years 
before, when he first came here. He drove past the 
signs that said not to go beyond this point, signs 
that had first appeared a decade before. He pulled 
the truck up beside the self that was waiting on the 
last of the sand before the stone began to climb into 
the sky. He waited, leaning against a fender, eyes 
closed, while he got up off the sand, brushed 
himself off, had a big cool drink out of the cup he 
had just left carefully for himself on the seat of the 
truck. The he hopped into the cab and arranged 
himself comfortably and closed his eyes again, then 
opened them as the one leaning on the fender and 
walked around to the back of the truck and began 
to unpack and unroll the supplies. The substantial 
breeze that made his manipulation of the paper and 
sticks and string somewhat more difficult was still 
the best news in his bizarre circumstances, his best 
hope and the essential ingredient in his plan. 


He quickly constructed the big kite, working 
feverishly but very carefully, setting the angles and 
braces and connections to the best values he could 
estimate, then turned to making a big hoop out of 
very thin kite-sticks and affixing the guides and 
loops he had made out of coat-hangers from the 
variety store, bent with the pliers he had found in 
the truck’s small toolbox. His heartbeat continued 
to sometimes race, sometimes slow. 

At last it was finished, none too soon; he 
could hear distant thunder. He arranged the kite 
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and payload in his left hand, holding the reel of 
string in his right. The construction had to be flimsy 
and light or it would never be able to reach the top 
of the spire. He would only have one chance; if it 
didn’t fly, it would definitely crash. 

He began to run, releasing the kite, then 
paying out string as it rose majestically into the air, 
lifting the long string attached to its bottom tip, 
achieving enough lift that, by the time the string 
had begun to lift the hoop off the ground, it came 
away easily and rapidly climbed toward the sky. He 
ran and maneuvered, pulled and released, always as 
gently as possible, always guiding the kite and its 
outreburden up toward the top of the spire and its 
petrified occupant. As it neared its intended 
destination, it faltered in the suddenly slackened 
wind and Wyyo gasped, but then, as if in answer, a 
fresh gust threw it higher and into line just as the 
breeze died away entirely, dropping the hoop over 
the top of the incumbent figure on the top of the 
stone spire and on down around the stone tip like a 
cap, held in place by the many strings that fed from 
the center of the construction to the wooden hoop. 
The figure at the top tentatively and slowly arose 
into a sitting position and, eyes still closed, felt 
around among the strings until he found a 
particular one, then began to carefully reel it in, 
catching the loops of slack string in his other hand. 
He pulled and looped, pulled and looped, until 
finally, reaching for another bit of string, he found a 
thin rope tied to the one he had been reeling in. He 
experienced a rush of hope so strong it felt like a 
fainting hot-and-cold flash. He shook his head and 
began reeling in rope, feeling the work become more 
difficult and perilous as the weight of the even 
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heavier rope coming up the face of the spire became 
more pronounced. 

Once the safety line was strongly attached 
to the top of the spire, a matter of carefully 
arranging the net made of heavier rope he had 
eventually pulled up, he faced the absolutely 
necessary action he had been, up until now, 
pointedly avoiding thinking about: Getting Down 
This Rope. 


The cat strolled over to the MechMan’s left 
pedal appendage and peered into the small screen 
mounted in the side of it. "I know you’ re in there," 
she taunted, in a singsong voice, "I know what 
you re up to." 


The MechMan’s servos began to click like 
castanets or maybe those little organic windshield- 
wiper things on the faces of crabs, clicketty-wiggle- 
twitch. Roo leapt forward and aimed a mighty kick 
at the cat, who dodged away to the side just in time 
to avoid being flattened or punted over a small 
garage that probably would have been in just the 
right place for that to happen if this were a Saturday 
morning cartoon or a far-out comedy movie or Oz or 
Washington D.C. 

With a harsh, grating shriek of tortured 
metal (Don’t you just love that cliche? "Tortured 
Metal" like: "Oh nooooo, please don’t use the 
nibbler on me! Aaargghh, not the pop-riveter; not 
the torch!") Roo came to a shuddering stop, the 
glow from his visual receptors alternately flickering 
and going dark, then flashing brightly for just a 
second, then flickering again. 
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All was momentarily quiet, except for the 
tiny clickings caused by the cooling metal parts of 
the RU469. Then Roo said, "Don’t"... "Ever"... 
"Do"... "That"... "Again" ... somehow 
managing to give the impression of an angry glare 
without actually having eyes or eyebrows. 

"Umm, sorry," said the mouse, poking his 
head and shoulders out through the hatch, holding 
onto a small bundle of wires with each tiny paw, 
"You can’t really blame me for trying to defend 
myself and my family, can you?" 

The MechMan shuddered all over. "I AM 
NOT A WEAPON," he explained, indignant: "I am 
not a ¢#ing to be utilized in that way; how could 
you dothat after the way I’ve helped you? And put 
my wires back the way you found them" 

RU469 suddenly froze in position; you 
could literally hear the gears spinning and circuits 
snapping. "Wait a minute!," he said, "I don’t care 
how linguistically enhanced you might be, but, 
simply put, no zousecould ever control anybody as 
complex as I am just by screwing around with the 
wires in his foot. Your brain is the size of a small 
peanut! Hell, even /couldn’t control me just from 
my footwires and I’m at least twice as smart and 
well-informed as most humans and five times as 
fast." 

The mouse spoke slowly as he wrapped the 
latest step in his ongoing repair job with a 
microscopic roll of black plastic tape. "Well, I’m 
only about half as smart as the average voter, and 
around the same intelligence level as most human 
politicians, but I think at least 15 times as fast as 
humans, so I’m still way ahead, even of you since 
I’m still three times as fast as you are." 
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"And you all, including your enigmatic 
absent friend, habitually show evidence of 
disability in the area of sagacious cognition," said 
the cat, with a smile of smug disdain, not realizing 
she was somehow making it obvious that she didn’t 
really know what that phrase meant, but had heard 
somebody say it and had liked the sound of it. 


Hmmmm ... "smile of smug disdain." 

"A smugly disdainful smile... disdaining 
smirk? ... no, too strong . . . how can I get the 
arched eyebrow in there? .. . cats don’t exactly have 
eyebrows . . . more like everything brows, hair all 
over... HEY! What the 4e// are you doing? 
Spying on me? These are my private thoughts; they 
aren't supposed to be showing up on the page like 
this! It must be that hacker, the one that tried to kill 
me a few pages ago; I'll shift the scene again. 


Wyyo clutched the coils of good, strong 
rope that led down the face of the impossibly tall 
stone post the brochures called "The Totem Pole," 
or "Spider Rock," depending on who wrote them. 
He had heard the Old People call it "The West 
Pole," with a certain amount of humor. 

"Gravity by any other name would smash 
you just as flat,” he soliloquized silently to himself, 
as he slowly began to let himself over the side of the 
rounded spire top, fingers trying to cramp already 
from his death-grip on the rope. He had come down 
around twenty feet when he began to shake and 
shudder from the hours of tension, lack of water and 
food, and the relief from finally actually not being 
up there any more 
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He tried to wrap the rope around his right 
arm, so as to be able to rest for a minute and get his 
breath, but the arm immediately began to show 
adverse signs from having its circulation cut off, so 
he started down again, hand-over-hand, his arms 
and shoulders already aching. He was startled as his 
right foot hit something besides the empty air it had 
been passing through. He glanced down and saw 
that he had touched a small protrusion on the face 
of the rock. There was a thick cord hung from the 
little outcropping, strung with really big chunks of 
the finest turquoise he had ever seen, chunks inches 
in diameter, chunks worth a Lot Of Money. 

He saw a bigger outcropping just below that 
and let himself down onto it. 

He reached out and touched one of the 
enormous beads, a gem of great beauty: silver and 
gold strands and black clouds strung through deep, 
sky blue stone, the very finest Kingman on the 
planet, a magical stone. He savored it. 

He looked at the truck below, where his 
other selves sat, waiting for his safe return; it looked 
like a Corgi Toy. For a long time he rested, feet 
propped against the stone, looking at the giant 
necklace. Finally he sighed deeply, shook his head 
and started back down the rope again. At last he 
found himself-on top of the "hand" the great 
upthrust finger arose from (to use one of the more 
euphemistic analogies appropriate to such an 
obviously phallic object). He sat for a short time 
and breathed slowly and deeply, then pulled the 
slack out of the rope and began to work his way the 
test of the distance down to the base of the stone 
formation. Even then, there was another ten minute 
climb down the pyramidal slope of broken stone, 
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not a good footing, to the sand dunes below. He 
was careful; it would be tragically ironic to make it 
all this way and then break his fool neck falling 
down on the way to the truck. He paced the 
distance between the base of the stone formation 
and the parked truck, eyes on the path ahead, 
seeing the odd cactus or spindly patch of desert 
grass, tiny piles of odd stones uncovered after 
centuries by the shifting sands, solitary cola cans 
and the detritus of decades of cowboy movies. He 
moved to the side of the truck and stood, savoring 
the oddity of standing by the side of the truck, 
looking in the window at two of himself, sitting 
silently, side by side, with their eyes tightly shut. 

He sat on the sand and closed his eyes. He 
got up off the truck seat and walked over beside 
himself, sat down beside himself, then shut his eyes. 
He got up off the truck seat and walked over beside 
himselves and sat down beside them and shut his 
eyes. He arranged himselves in a sort of triangle, 
facing himselves. 

He relaxed everything he could voluntarily 
telax. He waited and allowed it to happen, 
understanding that such things, like many other 
necessary organic processes, take time and can’t be 
rushed. Things moved both in the foreground and 
background. This eventually identified those things 
he couldn’t voluntarily relax. 

He used the first spell. He purposely 
increased the signal. Wherever he felt a tension, he 
turned it tighter; wherever there was a feeling of 
emptiness, he punched it deeper. Did he feel grief? 
He would grieve for the lost paradise and fallen 
mankind, not just any one individual. 

Then, when it was as strong as he could 
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make it, he hushed and calmed the thoughts and 
muscles he had been straining. Then, over and over, 
he tensed, relaxed, worried and relaxed, focused 
and relaxed, until he, at last began to taste some 
silence, and then eventually, The Silence. Then the 
honest appraisal of his present position. He allowed 
it all to wash over him -- as personal as nausea, as 
ungtaspable as the memory of your first suckle -- it 
blasted him apart and back together again. 
He opened all of his eyes. 


There was only one of him and he was 
sitting on white sand, facing Larry DeSizigliano, 
with the others arranged around them like a bunch 
of Campfire Girls. Mungwe was grinning at him. 
"Not bad, kid!" he said. 

"What?" he asked, "What is this shit?" He 
demanded, "I win the prize? For what? Figuring out 
the solution and having the courage and stamina to 
carry it out? How is that any kind of criterion? It’s 
just cleverness, isn’t it? No High Character; no 
miraculous heroics. What does that have to do with 
me being the creator of this world and all that?" 

Mungwe looked down and shook his head, 
but didn’t stop smiling. "No, asshole," he said," 74e 
Necklace" 

"Why, oh why?" Wyyo whyed (Sorry, had 
to do that. You understand), “because I have 
achieved a high enough moral state to just naturally 
not take something that didn’t belong to me, even 
though it seemed to be just there for the taking?" 

"No, asshole," Mungwe explained, "because 
you had just enough sensitivity to know it was a 
bum deal, even if you didn’t have what it took to 
actually read the situation. It begins to look as if the 
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monumental barriers you have erected against 
remembrance are wearing thin in places, so who 
knows how it might come out." _ 

"What do you mean, a bum deal?’" Wyyo 
asked. 

"That necklace was put on top of The Pole 
as a very special sort of expiation, a powerful 
gesture between two very powerful cultures, many 
years ago and it must not be disturbed until it falls 
all the way to the bottom of the structure by itself. 
It has already fallen part way, but it should not be 
touched by any human until it reaches the bottom." 

Wyyo frowned. "Who put it there?" 

"The Hollywood People put it there because 
the Medicine People of The Dineh required it of 
them. They came to do a motion picture there, a 
story written by one of your Pahana masterwriters, 
with your most powerful male actor as one of the 
stars, a story of courage and betrayal and winning 
against all odds and difficulty and expectations. 
They wanted to film them climbing up The Pole. 
The Old People of The Dineh said it could be done; 
it was a bit of a sacrilege, but there were some 
children who would be better fed and doctored and 
schooled if the money from the Hollywood People 
made it to The Bank, but there would be another 
sort of price to pay along with the check. 

’’Put a proper offering on top of the stone, 
to apologize for using it so,’ they said, It has been 
standing there longer than we can name our 
ancestors and will be there when we are forgotten. 
It deserves some respect.’ 

"So the Hollywood People got a giant 
necklace made from the finest gem-quality 
turquoise, strung on a strong cord, and when they 
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left the top for the last time, arranged it in a big 
circle on top of the pinnacle. It’s working its way 
down, helped by the wind and weather; when it 
reaches the bottom, the stone will have forgotten 
the intrusion." 

Wyyo grimaced. "Mungwe, J/esus{umm... 
sorry, Jesus), stone can forget orremember, it’s 
stone, dammit, rock, for God’s sake; it doesn’t 
Aavethoughts or feelings!" 

Mungwe looked levelly at him. "Where does 
the stone exist except in your experience, your 
spirit? Does it have an existence of its own, outside 
that? Does it in fact consist of anything outside, 
beyond or independent of your experience of it? If 
so, how do you know for sure? How cazyou know 
for certain?" 

"I understand all that," said Wyyo, waving 
it away, "The damned rock s7// doesn’t remember 
anything; it can’t care if somebody climbs up it." 

Mungwe reminded Wyyo, "Remember that 
time you found somebody had written his name and 
the name of a foreign country, likely his own, on the 
base of The Pole? You definitely considered that to 
be an act of vandalism, a defacing, an affront.” 

"Yes, but it was because of what the act 
represented in a Auman context," Wyyo explained, 
"I was pissed off that some stupid bastard would 
have the temerity to write his name and origin in 
such a beautiful place, as carelessly as some fool 
would leave a sex ad on a bathroom wall." 

Munewe nodded. "See, it’s the same thing," 
he said; "If you had tried to bring the necklace 
down with you, you would have come down much 
more quickly than you wanted to, and would have 
stopped at the bottom much more fatally." 
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Munegwe sat and smiled at Wyyo as if he 
had said something really funny. 

"What?" demanded Wyyo, annoyed, "My 
bad karma would have caused me to slip or some 
such nonsense? It would be great if the world were 
full of justice and balance, but as much as I would 
love for it to be so, it sure as hell looks like a cosmic 
crapshoot to me, often with the nastiest bastards 
enjoying the spoils while the deserving suffer." 

Munewe replied, "Remember how difficult 
it was when you were divided into three?" 

Wyyo nodded. 

"Imagine that you were divided into 
millions and millions of those, enough to account 
for all of the people in the world at once. Then 
imagine you were further divided, into all of the 
people in all of time, past and future: all of the 
people evez Then just one more step: imagine that 
you were not just the humans, but 2/Ahe individual 
viewpoints: all those who experience in the 
moment. Remembering how confusing it was to be 
divided into three, imagine how disabling this 
further division would be." 

"That’s who I really am?" Wyyo asked, 
holding his chin like "The Thinker" but not leaning 
down to put his elbow on his knee or anything else 
like that, just the thing with the chin. 

"No, Wyyo," said Mungwe, "you're just an 
ephemeral passing impression in the momentary 
imaginings The Reader produces when confronted 
by this particular line of text. The one who lives all 
of those millions of lives and viewpoints is the only 
one The Reader absolutely knows for sure is real 
and experiencing these words at exactly this 
moment. What’s hard about that?" 


192 


"Wow," said Wyyo, deeply respectful, 
"Heavy." 

"But then," he continued, "that doesn’t 
answer my question: why would I have fallen if I 
had taken the necklace?" 

Munewe smiled wryly, "Because that’s the 
way Dickhead would have written it; isn’t that 
obvious?" 


Tess stood staring, Dixie and Melanie 
slightly behind her on either side, looking as though 
they might jump behind her in a second. 

Harold was raving: out-of-control- wo/ently 
raving. "I’m gonna kill that motherfucker!" he 
screamed, "I don’t care what he does, I’m gonna 
find out where he’s holed up with that cheap 
laptop and bash his filthy brains out with the first 
heavy, hard object I can find!" 

Jason slapped his cheek, hard. "Jesus, 
Harold," he said, "Take it easy. Nobody’s going to 
pay any attention to that stuff; they already heard 
all of that crap in the sixties and they can see now 
that most of the people that were so dedicated to 
The Earth and Ecology and High Consciousness 
and all that are either liquidating people’s jobs so 
they can buy new tires for their Porsches or they’ re 
in the ranks of mumbling casualties down at the 
John 3:16 Mission, or they’re lost neo-liberal 
patsies and dedicated misinformed fanatics that 
answer the threat of pollution with the much greater 
threat posed by a bureaucracy enforcing millions of 
politically-slanted, lobbyist-influenced pervasive 
micromanagements on a population that still thinks 
it’s free and is getting pissed off. Everybody hates 
that stuff now. It doesn’t matter what he says; it 
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won't make any difference." 

Buzz interjected into the brief silence, 
under his breath, "He just did it again," and went 
back to chewing on the remains of his right index 
fingernail. The three women nodded at each other. 

Harold choked out, nearly apoplectically 
roseate of visage, "What do you mean, Jason? 
Dammit, ZAHZVK7 It’s not like the old usual safe 
deal when just anybody reads us; Jesud Look 
who’s reading these words right now! Any minute 
Dickhead could start typing out the words to some 
of the old spells and this time, it would be you- 
know-who reading them. I mean, MY GOD, 
anything could happen!" 

Buzz said, "Just hang on a second, will 
you? I think I’m onto something here; just indulge 
me for a minute or two." His eyes unfocused 
slightly. "What we have here," he said, "is a really 
dangerous situation. What we can’t know is the 
real motivations of The Writer; we can only guess 
possible reasons why he writes these words the way 
he does, even though he is getting very sleepy. His 
eyes are getting more difficult to hold open as he 
yawns comfortably and stretches for a minute. He 
feels very tired; it takes a strong effort to keep his 
eyelids from closing. He wants to sleep so badly it’s 
almost like an ache. He begins to slide off into 
dreamland." 

Author’s note: "The hell I do, whoever you 
are! Suddenly whoever is manipulating Buzz gets 
into a feedback loop and, in the shuffle, trades 
IQ’s with him, so that Buzz wakes up to the 
nature of reality and graduates from college and 
eventually becomes a Forest Ranger and the 
mysterious Mister Meddler can no longer even 
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remember what number comes after seven." 


Buzz fell over onto the floor and began 
twitching like a beheaded barnyard fowl. It wasn’t 
convulsions or a seizure, exactly, because he was as 
stiff as a board. It was more as if a really big totally 
invisible being the size of Paul Bunyan or Godzilla 
were shaking him to try to wake him up. 


Then he went as limp as any one of those 
really limp things can get, if you know what I mean, 
just slumped down from concrete immobility to a 
warm Jello tomcat who has snorted some catnip. 
Jason and Harold watched warily, as if they 
expected him to explode or puff into purple dust or 
any wacked-out simile you prefer, what the hell, 
write your own simile -- interactive print novel, 


great marketing idea. Stop That! 


Buzz slowly sat up. He was obviously a 
different person. He still had the same bodily and 
facial features, but it appeared that he had 
undergone a change in drivers. He stood shakily up 
and went to the full-length mirror on the closet 
door, where the two lawyers checked their 
appearances before heading for the courthouse or 
lunch. He stared long and hard at every aspect of 
his reflection. He turned away and shook his head 
and sat down on the corner of Jason’s desk and 
pondered the inkwell. He sighed. 


Dixie whispered something in Tessie’s ear. 
Melanie must have been able to hear, because she 
said something under her breath and both of the 
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others turned to her and laughed with her at 
whatever she had said. 


Jason said, "That sure looked like some 
kind of epiphany or something to me. Like you were 
plugged into the main juice and got retuned. I 
suppose now you're going to cut your hair and let 
the purple grow out and get rid of the fifteen or 
twenty things piercing your face in various places?" 

Buzz appeared to entirely miss or ignore the 
irony in Jason’s question. "No," he said, not 
looking up, "the hair and the earrings are okay, but 
ugeh 

"These zensis shoes have got to go!" 


So, anyway, it’s sort of funny that I’m 
sitting here, reading this crazy book and wondering 
whether I should pitch it in the trash now or later, 
sort of like I hate to not finish anything like this that 
seems like it might be some kind of a learning ordeal 
or three-hour vision quest. And anyway, the strange 
thing is that these words I’m reading are a little bit 
like what I’m thinking anyway, so it could be that 
this book is insidiously attempting to take me over, 
to control me, for some kind of purpose that most 
likely will not be in my own best interests, since you 
don’t take people over to do them a favor, do you? 
So I don’t know whether to read the rest of this or 
not. I might just throw the damned thing away and 
not finish it, in which case I will most likely buy 
another copy some day, when my curiosity gets the 
best of me and everybody is saying how great the 
book was. In fact, there’s no reason why I couldn’t 
repeat that process a number of times, perhaps 
buying a dozen or more copies of the book in less 
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than fourteen months. Why I might even become 
obsessed with buying copies of this book, investing 
all of my earning power and storage space to the 
sacred quest for more copies of this book. 


What the Hell; why not? 


In fact, one day I might even have an 
awakening and realize the inherent ineffectiveness 
of this method, and from then on, just send large 
amounts of cash in a double envelope to the post 
office box on the last page. 


Buzz asked, indignantly, "That’s against 
the law, isn’t it? If it’s not, it should be. Look at 
them; some of them are already shuffling, zombie- 
like, to their envelopes and stamps, cash in hand. 
This bastard shouldn’t be allowed to exploit them 
like that." 


(Author's note: "It wasn't me, Buzz. It’s 
that damned hacker again; the one that’s trying to 
kill me.”) 


Buzz sat up very straight. He looked at 
Jason and Harold and the three ladies. His eyes got 
very big. He said;"Contact." 


Harold said, "What?" 


Buzz just looked down and shook his head 
and waved a hand, as if to signal, "Just a minute." 
He said, "’ The one that’s trying to kill you’, right?" 

(Author's note: "Right. Some crazy bastard 
ts trying to take my story away from me and break 
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through into my real life and destroy me, for some 
unknown reason.”) 


Buzz just sighed, "You being such a nice, 
lovable, gentle guy and all that, right?" 


(Author's note: "T recognize the trony there, 
you know. Okay, I've been a real tyrannical bastard 
in here, but it’s just a book, for Christ's sake, 
nobody cares what you do to people in a book!") 


Buzz ground his teeth and twitched to his 
feet, trembling with badly suppressed rage. "Right! 
Fucking Right, God-Damn it! Nobody cares about 
the poor fucking bastards in the god-damned 
books, do they? Like those poor miserable 
motherfuckers in the TV cartoons, /Jesws/Punched 
and pounded, stretched and exploded, smashed 
and defenestrated, over and over, day after day, 
week after week, and this foul mindless violence is 
what you choose as a baby-sitter, as an educator, 
filling the minds of your impressionable infants 
with images of unspeakable torture, somehow 
inexplicably made palatable because it is inflicted 
on cartoon people." 


Buzz sneered in indignant contempt. "May 
justice befall you; may you fall into the hands of an 
angry Earthworm Jim!" 


Jason muttered, "Shit .. . dropped it,” as the 
Author’s attention wandered elsewhere. 


Harold sulked. "You had him, right here! 
What the hell’s the matter with you? What the fuck 
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did you mean, getting all righteous on him about 
fucking cartoon people? Jesus Buzz, you’re going 
to have to do better than that." 

"It’s not easy, damn it," Buzz retorted, 
"He’s the damned Awthog he can steer this thing 
any way he wants to. It’s real hard to keep any kind 
of focus when you deal with him. Anyway, whoever 
this other person or thing might be, the one that’s 
interfering with Dickhead, it has me really worried; 
it feels really evz{ whereas Dickhead is just a pain 
in the butt." 

Harold frowned. "He had me eating my god- 
damned arm! That’s not evil?" 


Buzz regarded Harold wearily. "He could 
have had you eat your kids or your mother," he said. 

Harold sat in stunned silence, somehow 
looking even more sick. 


Tess commented quietly, "Are you guys 
done doing The Stooges for a while? Are you ready 
to see some professionals in action? Because if you 
aren't, we might just go ahead and sit back and 
drink mint juleps and watch the known world 
collapse into primal chaos while you worthy 
gentlemen chase your no-longer-existent tails in 
circles until you subside into the ooze." 


Buzz did a classic double-take (which is 
easier to write than to accomplish). "Uh, what?" he 
said, coining a phrase. 


(Author’s note: The local City Council has 
spoken: as of today, November first, 1997, all cats 
in this city must be kept locked indoors except 
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when tied on a tether or walked on a leash. I know 
this has fuck-all to do with the story, but if you've 
stayed this long, I figure I can probably narratively- 
abuse you just about any way I want to and get 
away with it. I already have your money, anyway. 
On the other hand, I reckon any total tripped-out 
liberty-freaks and freedom-fighters amongst you 
might well have been actually enjoying this upstart 
upthrust literary finger, so chances are they won’t 
mind this momentary non-sequitur either. 


FUCKING CATS ON _ LEASHES, 


exclamation points is said to be a sign of a sanity- 
challenged psyche). 


Cats on fucking leashes??? 


I’m trying to think of something else that 
might be considered equally warped. 

Maybe if you made little stagecoaches and 
harnesses and caught moles and voles and fieldmice 
and such and superglued them alive into the 
stagecoach as the driver and the passengers, you 
know, glue little costumes on them, then glue the 
moles and hedgehogs into the harnesses and then 
let them go in.the early evening on some warm 
night. . . Wouldn’t it be charming when some 
unknown children would see the magic little 
wagon zooming past on the path, magical beings 
right out of their story books come to enchant them, 
never to realize the wee actors imprisoned in their 
little setting would soon be dying of hunger and 
thirst under the roots of an old willow by the stream, 
dying very similarly to the way we do, perhaps 
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praying wordlessly to their own equally-uncaring 
deities as they strain to maintain their grasp on the 
sweetness of just one more breath when it’s 
balanced against the pain of staying alive that much 
longer, an experience common to earth life, but 
carefully disconsidered by most people who are not 
in the medical profession. 


Animals as things, enough unlike us that 
we arte able to do them terrible arrogant damage for 
basically frivolous reasons and still maintain our 
self-image as nice folks, civilized beings. How far do 
you take it? Do you ’strain against a gnat and 
swallow a camel?’ How would you look to an 
extraterrestrial evolved from bovine stock? Porcine 
stock? What about the supergeniuses from the 
Chicken Planet? The galactic Clams? The Lobsters 
from Arcturus? 


Sorry ... we eat you.’ 


On the other hand, they might well say, 
"God, what a relief! We were really worried about 
how to break it to you guys, but I’m sure you 
understand now after all, I mean, you guys are just 
so damned saszt" 


But if they ever even heard a A/at of cats- 
on-leashes, my own suspicion is that even the 
cosmic mouse-peop/ewould crisp our whole system 
on principle in a second for such an arrogant 
outrage. 


Anyway, speaking of cats and mice..." 
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Roo stood, silent, as the mouse-people and 
the cat thrashed out the ancient problem for the 
gazillionth time, albeit perhaps for the first time 
utilizing a language understood by old Medicine 
people and easily learned by common MechMen, 
not to mention so succinctly rendered by the 
misapplication of the English Language being 
currently written by this idiot. How did that get on 
the screen? I’m not typing this stuff. My Aazds are 
in my damned pockets! Look at that. Even got the 
italics right and capitalized it to boot. That might 
have been a bit too much. The buttons on the 
keyboard aren’t moving or making any noise, so it 
isn’t some kind of discarnate spirit. Wait a minute. 
I hear something. Let me look. 

God damn ... look at that... it’sa mouse. 
..and he’s soldering some wires together at the 
back of my computer! I don’t dare try to stop him; 
if he can run a soldering iron and follow a 
schematic, there’s no telling what else he might be 
able to do! Wait a minute, isn’t this from the scene 
in my book a little while back? I’m going to turn the 
big room light on. 


Well, I feel so foolish. It was just a 
dustbunny and some old car-keys back there in the 
shadows, but it. really did look just like a mouse 
with a soldering gun and a roll of black tape. You 
never know these days. 


Just then the cat won the at-the-moment 
Universal Intergalactic Academy Awards for 
telegraphing crushingly colossal boredom in a small 
book. As soon as the camera crew left, she turned to 
Roo and asked, "What are these guys to you? Do 
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you object to me dealing with them in my 
customary insouciant way?" 

"We are not related or obligated to each 
other in any way I can visualize," said the RU469, 
"but I do abjure and dislike violence enough to 
intervene where I can to prevent it or stop it. Idon’t 
think I can just stand back and let you eat these 
mice." 

The cat looked ill. "Eat them? Are you 
crazy? I get Sheba brand from so many of my stops 
I’m starting to hate the stuff. I get Chicken and 
Tuna, Salmon and Shrimp, Turkey and Cod, you 
name it, all nicely boned and cut up and seasoned, 
six kinds of dry food from my different places if I 
want something crunchy. Mice are verminous little 
dirtbags; they have little pockets of mouse-piss and 
mouse-shit inside them, along with a lot of other 
nasty stuff. The best mouse on the continent can’t 
even come close to a can of the cheap stuff from the 
IGA or Safeway." 

"Then you most likely want to torment and 
torture and murder them, stretching out their 
terminal terror as long a possible because you're 
such evil bastards," said the MechMan. 

"Well, there ssthat," allowed the cat, "but 
this time it’s different, mostly since I’m not really an 
ordinary cat and they obviously aren’t ordinary 
mice.” 

Roo would have sighed if he had any 
sighing apparatus. He thought about it for a second 
and then made a sighing noise with his speaker. He 
found it strangely satisfying. 

He addressed the cat: "Now, if I have the 
standard narrative process figured out right, is the 
time for you to go into this long explanation of what 
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planet or other dimension you come from and then 
tie in lots of odd things from human history and 
mythology, at the same time managing to slip in 
certain elements of this story or whatever it is, 
right?" 

"No," said the cat, "and since you’re such a 
smattass machine (God I Aafe smartassed 
machines!) I’m never going to explain it to you at 
all." 

"Boy, I’m going to be glad to vacate this 
sector," she said, "I’m so tired of humans; you are 
one corrupt sub-canine collection of slime, you are. 
Just like dogs, making and collecting and sorting 
your personal pile of crap and then rolling in it! 
That’s what you excel at! The s4/t Ait," she warmed 
to her subject, "the poop group; the turd herd," 
spittle flew, " “Ae feces species," she ranted, her fur 
standing out like The Bride of Frankenstein’s 
coiffure, expanding her to twice her previous size. 
Her eyes sparked red for a second and she spat. 


The cat spun away from the machine and 
glared in the general direction of The Author and 
spat out, "To hell with you and this stupid 
MechMan and this stupid book. We’ re out of here! 
Try to explain ¢/4/s to your reader if you ever have 
one, Dickhead!" and disappeared forever, along 
with the whole mouse family. 

Roo stood, alone in the mist, and pondered. 
The cat had described him as "human." The thing 
that disturbed him the most was that he couldn’t 
even begin to know whether to be flattered or 
insulted. He supposed the cat’s unreasonably 
touchy reaction was stimulated by his attempt to 
utilize irony as a conversational gambit, something 
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he had been practicing but suspected he had not yet 
perfected. 

Cats, he concluded, enormous sense of /u7 
notwithstanding, have no sense of Aumor, which is 
not at all the same thing. 


He considered his solemn oath to be 
responsible for the reasonably-foreseeable results of 
his actions and behavior. He addressed himself to 
The Author of this thing, whatever the hell it is. 

"I want to apologize for screwing up your 
poor book even worse than it already was, 
’Dickhead;’" Roo confessed sincerely. "Would you 
like me to use my superintelligence to postulate 
what the cat-analogue probably would have said if 
I hadn’t made her so mad? That way your readers 
won't ever know the difference and that thread of 
the story won’t just get cut off, all unfinished, the 
way it is now." 


(Author's Note: "I'm damned if I'm going to 
answer a stupid machine that starts out by calling 
me "Dickhead.") 


Tessie had the others’ rapt attention. She 
paced up and down the very slightly worn carpet in 
the law office, authority and confidence in every 
fiber of her demeanor and bearing. "It’s time to call 
in the major artillery," she pronounced, "The time 
of the change is immanent. Nothing can prevent or 
limit it. The only question now is where exactly the 
crystallization will start and what, as a result, the 
final alignment and eventual shape will be. We 
can’t just let the cosmic crapshoot proceed. The 
game is rigged, but with no finger on the button at 






















205 


all, it’s rigged against any acceptable outcome. 
Better to go on and take the wheel than let the 
whole damned thing go into the ditch, women and 
children and pets and all, while we're all 
preoccupied with worrying about who’s pure and 
holy enough to drive. When things get this 
desperate and confused in a storyline, there’s only 
one thing left to do." 

The others stared in wide-eyed readiness to 
be edified. 

Tess spun around and whipped the phone 
off the desk and machine-gun-fingered a number 
into its keypad. She paused for a second, then said, 
"Get me ’D.X.’ and do it fast." 


Slim was chewing the Hydrogenated 
Safflower Oil (ust isn 7 the same, is 1t?)with Jesus, 
who had pulled some of the white substrate up into 
a blob and squeezed it into an exercise bicycle, 
which he was peddling enthusiastically. "So you 
mean all of this life of mine, including the whole 
struggle with the name and singing and the thing 
with Philena drowning and my trial and execution 
and everything -- that was all just the imagining of 
some third-rate hack writer from Colorado? It 
didn’t really happen to me? I don’t even really 
exist, except in this book, or whatever it is? You’ re 
saying that all I went through, all that hassle and 
pain and struggle, even actually dying and being 
enlightened and coming up here with this bunch, 
was and is just some ink on a page somewhere? 
How can this be? I’m real; look at me; I’m as real as 
you are." 

"But I’m just a literary convenience too," 
Jesus assured him. "Times have changed again 
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enough that an idiot like this writer can use me in 
allegedly humorous fiction without being swiftly 
arrested and killed in some particularly painful and 
embarrassing manner. But even if you ignore this 
example, depending on the various Bibles and 
Universities full of references, the evidence that I 
ever actually existed as an individual is pretty 
spotty if you are either unbiased or incredibly 
objective about it. It’s certain I wasn’t ever called 
*Jee-Zuss’ by anybody in my lifetime. My name was 
pronounced more like ’Yush-a-vuh;’ it’s the same 
Hebrew name as Joshua’. All this Jesus’ business 
is kind of insulting if you think about it, you know, 
as if people in the future were to make a religious 
avatar out of Elvis, but pronounce his name, ’ Wee- 
Bivv’ or ‘Stoozum’ or something. Seems like they 
could have at least got that much right. On the other 
hand, whenever they start burning and flaying 
people to death to demonstrate their loyalty to me, 
I'd prefer they ad get my name wrong, so I guess it 
all works out." 

Slim shook his head. "What I can’t get a 
grip on is how I can be here, experrencing being 
4ere if I’m not real. Isn’t that just as real in every 
way as what The Reader would call reality? The 
most any of us ever really know for certain is that 
whatever this life is continues to happen somehow 
although we can’t remember where it came from 
and we don’t know where it will go or what will 
happen to us when it does go. How is The Reader 
different from me?" 

Munewe strolled up and sat on nothing. ’As 
I see it," he said, "there are two main possibilities. 
One: you aren’t experiencing this at ail; you’re only 
these words on this page, or .. . Two: the Spirit of 
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Life is really the Spirit of All Forms of Life, which 
is a convenient way to say the Experiencer of All 
Experiences, so that it’s possible for all variations 
and extremes to be experienced, even those that are 
logically impossible. A truly infinite universe not 
only cacontain fully-experiencing analogues of all 
possibilities, including banal literary inventions, 
but is in fact seguired'to contain them to be truly 
infinite.” 

Darren stepped over and sat down beside 
Munewe and chuckled quietly to himself. "You’re 
very carefully ignoring the most important aspect of 
all of this," he said, "probably because of where you 
get your lines; a constraint I’m free from." 

The others all gathered around to see what 
Darren had to say. "I’m from outside this reality," 
he told them, "I’ve been called into being by the 
process that produces avatars whenever the need is 
extreme enough. I’m here to fix this awful attempt 
at writing a light-hearted science-fiction novel, 
since it has gone so far astray that it has wandered 
into the mad zone and begun to reveal dangerous 
hidden knowledge and forbidden secrets so 
powerful that reading this silly little worthless book 
actually threatens the underpinnings of the material 
world in SpaceTime. I’m here to end the threat." 

With a_flourish, Darren stepped over to 
where he had left his little black Doctor’s bag and 
leaned over and opened it up and put a hand 
inside. There was a tiny sound like the breaking of 
the wineglass at a mouse wedding and Darren 
leaned over further until both of his hands were in 
the bag. Then he just continued to lean down until 
he just slid on into the bag, as if it were an opening 
into an enormous cosmic garbage-disposal, and 


208 


disappeared. There was a pause, and then a big 
echoey James Earl Jones voice out of the air said, 
"So Perish All Interlopers," and the bag burped. 


Larry said, "Too bad, "Darren, the Savior’ 
had a sort of a ring to it." 


Wyyo sighed deeply and said, "Okay, I give 
up. I’m ready. Sock it to me. I’m so confused I just 
want to know what’s true and what’s required of 
me, no matter how difficult or unpleasant that 
might be. You guys, please stop fooling around with 
me; I volunteer; just do what has to be done, I 
won’t resist anymore." 

Jesus smiled and re-quoted, "He’s no fun; 
he fell right over." 


Tess carefully replaced the handset onto its 
cradle. Dixie broke the silence, "What did he say?" 

"He’ll meet us in a couple of hours; he says 
it’s rea//yscrewed up this time, but he thinks he 
might be able to at least get us all out of here alive. 
He said that possibly there’s even an outside 
chance he might be able to salvage most of the 
objectives of the original operation, but that 
somehow it all depends on us helping him ... fia 
his dog?" 


Harold’s position on the upholstered office 
chair became just a little bit more fetal as he began 
to hum quieting lullabies to himself and rock 
imperceptibly to and fro. 


Wyyo blinked as the entire company 
around him simply wasn’t there, except for Mungwe 
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and himself, sitting on invisible seats, surrounded 
by pearly blankness. 
Munewe said, "You asked for it." 


"The reason all this crazy miraculous stuff 
can happen to you -- all of the things that should be 
random, but somehow aren’t, not only all of the 
impossible coincidences, but also the way they tend 
to follow and reflect other events in your lifeline in 
such strange and significant ways, the impossible 
experiences you've had in the last little while, -- 
these can all be explained by the fact that you have 
been, and still are, under a hypnotic spell. You have 
been programmed and practiced and exercised to 
see things in certain ways and ignore any conflicting 
input. 

"You're like the view from a frog’s eye. 
Frogs can only see moving objects, which allows 
them to instantly be aware of food or predators and 
also shows them the surroundings when they move. 
That’s why they do that little bobbing thing with 
their heads; until they do that, the only thing they 
can see around them is the things that are in motion. 
Anything you're programmed to ignore is invisible 
to you, including the strings that make your 
decisions for you. 

"People who have broken free from these 
same spells or who understand them well enough 
can play you like a violin or a cheap banjo or maybe 
even a handheld video game. You broadcast all of 
your emotions, most of your opinions and many of 
your most private thoughts continually by the way 
you hold and move your body and face. All I have 
to do is give you any one cf a number of signals at 
just the right time and I can program you like a 
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VCR. If I tell you you’re talking to Jesus or flying 
off a mountain, you’ll experience the full sensations 
and remember it just as if it had really happened. 
There, are you satisfied?" 


Wyyo shook his head, "There has to be 
more to it than that," he complained. 


Mungwe snorted in disgust, "All you know 
is the usual human crap about hanging onto your 
separation from all things, from everybody else. 
That’s why you’re all so terrified of your own 
deaths: all you can see is the dichotomy between 
being this one and being everything/nothing, so that 
you can either be an individual or be washed away 
into the collective life-spirit and lost forever. No 
wonder you're all seriously crazy. Your whole 
reality is based on the absolute necessity of never 
noticing the main facts of your existence, little 
details like your real identity and what you had to 
forget and forego to get here into this mess in the 
first place. Ninety percent of your mental ability 
gets tied up and tied down in the eternal quest to 
not remember. Since everywhere you turn, there is 
some reference to the inevitability of your own 
personal demise and _ the inconceivable 
transformation that follows, most of your mind 
becomes preoccupied with denying, ignoring and 
forgetting it. Humans are convinced that if they ever 
re-connect with eternity they will be dissolved into 
the cosmic mush and become zombies or robots or 
disappear. 

"There's more than one way to understand 
the aphorism that asks what it would profit a man 
to gain the whole world and lose his own soul. 
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Especially when you consider the semantic 
relationship between ’soul’ and ’solo.’ 

"It never appears as a possibility to you that 

you might be able to be ove and 4oth and 2// of 
that simultaneously; be the ancient of days in a 
temporary body, be the all-encompassing Spirit of 
Life right here being one of those lives. With normal 
people, it’s either/or and never the twain shall meet, 
even though who you are includes both. That’s 
where the war between men and women comes 
from, along with all of the verbal-dominance and 
hemispheric disagreement in the brain. One side of 
the brain is in touch with reality, knows both sides 
of the story; the other is divided against itself and 
dominates the side that knows, since its own 
unknowing gives it the advantage of being capable 
of actions the knowing side could never stoop to, 
which allows it to win the unequal battle every time 
it is joined." 

Wyyo held up a hand. "Yeah, that’s all 
okay, but what I meant was ‘what the hell’s going 
on with m@&’ Am I from Earth or some other place? 
Am I really the Creator? If Iam, how do I get back 
out of here and into the real world? What happened 
to Dixie? Is this all just some old Indian guy dicking 
with my head, or is this all real?" 

Mungwe. considered. "Okay," he said, "here 
you go," and made a motion with his hand like 
throwing a bird into the air so it could fly away. 

In a flash, Wyyo found that the white 
substrate had disappeared as entirely as his 
previous companions had previously disappeared. 
That stinks. You can't use the same word twice 
wight together like that; it’s really dumb, besides, 
that's a really awkward sentence; it scans like a 
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piece of crap. I didn’t write it. Well then who did? 
I think you did. No, in fact he did. Who? Where? 
OR, him. Yes me, dammit. lwrote it and I did it that 
way on purpose. Oh, ght, brilliant! Your sarcasm 
doesnt impress me. Why should I care what 
impresses you? All of you shut up! 


In a flash Wyyo found himself back on the 
top of the rock spire in a short-sleeved shirt. It was 
around ten degree above freezing and it was dark. 


Before he could even begin to react, he 
found himself in a theater of some sort, sitting on a 
couch in front of hundreds of people. He looked 
over and saw a nattily-dressed David Letterman at 
his desk and then looked down and noticed that he 
himself was naked. 


Then he was standing, fully-clothed again, 
in front of his mother’s house in Breunvy watching 
the Achernarset. He shouted in relief, "I’m 
HOME!" 


Then he was standing in an old office, 
facing a diploma on the wall. He heard 
conversation behind him and quickly turned to find 
Dixie and Melanie and another woman, along with 
three guys he didn’t know, sitting on chairs and 
desks and the floor, looking at him as though he 
had just appeared out of the air. 

"It’s him," said Buzz, "it’s Old 
Weeeooooeeeooo himself. I can tell. I’ve seen 
enough far out shit in my short but brutal life to 
recognize it when I see it again." 
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"Well, my name #s Wyyo," said Wyyo, "but 
I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about." 
Actually he did have a pretty good idea exactly 
what Buzz was referring to: his ultimate 
responsibility for all of the terrible events in history, 
mostly directly attributable to his neglect of the 
program while away at camp. The instructions had 
been very careful to outline the proper methods of 
setting up automatic maintenance of the program, 
steps to initiate a "Golden Age," promising to last 
for weeks of absence, translating into tens of 
thousands of years of peace, prosperity and 
scientific and philosophical advancement for the 
beings in the program, allowing it to maintain itself 
until the return of the owner. Unfortunately, Wyyo 
had ignored that section of the manual since it 
included no pictures. 


"Where the hell have you been?" demanded 
Dixie, "You just took off, pedaling that stupid 
bicycle down a dirt road, and left me standing there. 
It took me four days to get back home; hell, it took 
me the first day to even find out what State I was 
in 

Wyyo blanched. "Dirt r-road,” he 
stammered, "Dixie, how did we get to that dirt road, 
just tell me that." 

"We were in the plane; then we were in a 
smaller plane; then we were on a train and then in 
a car, I think, then on a motorcycle and then that 
bike. I figured if you knew how to do that kind of 
magical crap, you probably knew what you were 
doing, so I didn’t worry. Then you just took off and 
left me standing there in the middle of nowhere. I 
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walked for about five miles before I saw anybody 
and then it was just an adobe hogan with a horse 
tied up in front, next to an old Ford Pickup. The 
woman inside spoke just enough English to tell me 
her old man would be home in about an hour and 
ask what did I want in my coffee. I took it black and 
it was as strong as Pentecostal sin. I think maybe it 
saved my life. When the man of the hut came home, 
he drove me into Winslow. I got a motel room for 
the night on my Visa card and took the bus out the 
next day and then flew home from Albuquerque. 

Dixie went nose-to-nose with Wyyo, hands 
on hips. Her expression was not pleasant. "Now, 
what about you?" she said. 

Wyyo began to sweat. "Dixie, I don’t really 
have any idea what 4as happened, what ss 
happening or what’s go/ng to happen. None of this 
has made any real sense to me for a long time, I 
think maybe even from the very beginning of the 
story. Every time I think I know what’s going on, 
The Author shifts the scene or changes the rules or 
starts to fuck around with the accepted literary 
conventions. I’m so damned confused I’m not any 
kind of reliable source of information, to you or to 
me." 

Dixie looked at Wyyo as if he had sprouted 
wings or horns.or had identified himself as The 
Messiah. "Story?" she quoted him, "Author?!! 
What the Hell are you talking about, Wyyo?!!" 

Buzz said quietly from the corner, "Uhh, 
maybe you ought to take a break for a minute and 
have a look at this," then he handed Dixie a copy of 
this book, the edition with the Kirby illustrations. 


D. X. Stuffed papers and paraphernalia into 
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an old leather valise, muttering dire imprecations 
into his beard, mixed with the occasional mild 
curse, some of which caused visible sparks to fly off 
the end of his stubby nose. He would have been 
strikingly conspicuous in any crowd, even if he 
hadn’t been over six feet tall and three feet wide, 
with flowing white hair and beard and the black 
patch over one eye. He shrugged on his old camel’s- 
hair trench coat and stuffed a soft cap on his head, 
picked up the old case and his gloves and stick and 
slammed out the front door of his office into the 
snowy night. As he unlocked the Bentley and 
seated himself and started the engine, he murmured, 
"Mac, for fuck’s sake, where Aave you gone off to?" 


Dixie looked up from the book, having 
quickly scanned a page here and there at random, 
then the last two or three pages. "This is completely 
crazy," she said, "It just ends with this stuff about 
somebody named DX talking about somebody else 
named Mac." 

"Look again," Buzz said wearily. 

Dixie frowned at him and said, "You look 
awfully familiar; do I know you?" 

Buzz kneeled down and, crawling under 
Jason’s desk, looked up at her from under the desk 
drawer. "How about from this angle?" he asked. 

Dixie began to laugh. "I hope you don’t 
expect to get your gun back," she said, then looked 
back down at the book and opened it to the last 
page. She read for a moment, then gave a small 
shriek and dropped the book like it was the 
principle evidence at a drug bust. "There’s more!" 
she said, in shock. She gingerly picked the book 
back up and looked at the last page again. "Testing, 
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one, two," she said tentatively, then, "Holy shit, 
those words appeared just as I said them; these are 
too; what the hell’s going on here? Who’s DX? 
Who’s Mac? What’s Punkboy here doing looking 
at least half lucid?" 

Tessie sighed, "Better sit down, Dix, 
everybody; I’ll do my best to explain. There are a 
number of unconnected sub-plots and non- 
sequiturs involved here, so there’s literally no way 
this is ever going to be a simple matter. 

"The Author had an_ experience of 
involuntary enlightenment when he was a young 
man and it drove him almost all the way ’round the 
bend. It took him over a decade to get a semblance 
of a grip back. Then he started searching all over the 
world for references and people who could help him 
understand and communicate about what had 
happened to him. He eventually found what he was 
looking for and then took ten laborious years to 
write a book about it. 

"Then, nobody would publish it. 

"He got dozens of hand-written replies 
telling him how well-written it was and how much 
they had enjoyed it and how provocative and 
innovative it was, but no thanks. He became angry 
and bitter and eventually decided to write this book 
in revenge. He put in all kinds of arcane lore and 
forbidden secrets, mostly disguised as silliness and 
loopy philosophical meanderings, but did it in such 
a way that certain people would be able to utilize 
its concepts and principles after reading it, while 
others would discard it in anger before reading far 
enough to gain any power. He did this to hasten the 
advent of the worldwide millennial emergency, so 
that the only way we could survive would be to 
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utilize the information he had been offering us. The 
problem is: the crazy bastard has succeeded. 
Somehow, he has managed to get you know who to 
read this thing right now. The breakup has already 
started, as I’m sure you have noticed. 

"Outside this office, most of the rest of the 
world population is sleeping peacefully, the direct 
effect of the infectious agent included in the new 
drug, ’Lumin,’ which has been on the world market 
for about three weeks now. "Lumin" is the same as 
*Soma;’ it’s a direct copy of an endorphin found in 
the biochemistry of genuine psychics, saints and 
mystics and, to a lesser extent, everybody else. 
Somebody mixed a new virus in with the Lumin, so 
that people would begin to awaken to reality, but 
then drowse off before they had completed the 
change, doing it slowly and consciously enough to 
stop operating heavy equipment, vehicles or 
dangerous devices and manage to get home to bed 
or at least to a secure shelter before dozing off. 

"The reason we aren’t affected by this is 
that if we went to sleep with everybody else, The 
Author wouldn’t have us around to deliver these 
lines for him. 

"The result has been incredibly humane, as 
attacks go, since far fewer people have died or been 
injured in the last three days than normally would 
have had everyone remained awake. Even the 
people on special life-support and those close to 
death have somehow been put into a form of 
suspended animation and everyone else managed to 
get to a safe place to sleep. This is the most bogus 
bullshit I ever heard, but this is the way Dickhead 
is writing it, so I have to say it with a straight face." 
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(Author's note: "Come on, Tessie, I'm the 
tucking Author, if I dont want to kill anybody, 
that’s my prerogative, isn't 1t?") 


Tess addressed The Author directly: "I think 
you should notice that the game has changed 
considerably and you might want to have access to 
all of your weaponry if you want to survive. Your 
enemy has no such scruples." 


"Somebody 4asbeen trying to kill the son- 
of-a-bitch," said Jason, "We’ re not sure who to root 
for. If he dies, what happens to us? What would 
happen if he just pitched the manuscript in the 
trash and forgot about it? 

"But how could he?" demanded Melanie, 
"You have that hardcover book right there. Doesn’t 
that mean it uw7//get published, or I mean ad or 
something?" 

Harold shook his head, "I don’t think so, so 
far it’s just a book in a book in a computer. I think 
you have to get it out of the computer and then the 
book before it becomes a real book." 

"Wouldn’t it be better if it did get lost or 
The Author got killed by his mysterious adversary 
before it got out into the real world where it could 
do so much damage?" 

Buzz interjected, "Yeah, but then what 
happens to us?" 

Melanie’s lower lip began to clench; there 
was a tiny, almost imperceptible earthquake in the 
immediate area. . 


"Who cares?" she sneered, "You call this a 
life? Whenever some idiot has the poor taste to read 
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this pile of crap, we go through our motions and 
dialogue in their mind another time, but that’s more 
like a video tape than living, where you have 
choices and results and different possibilities to 
deal with.” 

"How would you know?" Jason posted 
"Do you know how many times somebody has read 
this part before? It’s brand new to you, isn’t it? You 
don’t have any way to know if your choices are 
already made for you, including their circumstances 
and reasons and rationalizations, or whether this is 
the first or hundredth or billionth time you have 
been this same person in this same story. It’s exactly 
the same in the real world as it is in this book; you 
can only postulate the nature of experience and 
then act as though there were some sort of certainty. 
Anyway, The Author can rewrite the book in a later 
edition and change the way it goes or even ends if 
he wants to; even the editors can do that." 

Harold suddenly sat forward and began to 
smile for the first time in dozens of pages, "Hold 
that thought," he said. 


Miles away, the tone of snoring from room 
437 of the Elm Street Medical Facility changed 
subtly, then there was a snort and a dry cough and 
some vague snuffling noises. Eventually the door 
opened slowly and Nick the Spoon, dressed only in 
a hospital gown -- a truly daunting vista -- peered 
furtively around the edge of the door. "Where Is 
everyBody?" he whined. Then he noticed all of the 
sleeping people arranged on seats and benches and 
the floor, most of them in white outfits and striped 
uniforms. His gnarled face lit up with hope, then 
glee, as he began to creep toward the door marked 
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"Pharmacy." 


D. X. McKenna drove the sleek black car 
down the dark streets, still watching for any sign of 
his dog, but moving in the general direction of 
DeBuck & Butts, Jason and Harold’s Law Office. 
As he slid expertly around a slick corner, he had to 
give the wheel a quick flick to avoid the oddly- 
proportioned figure standing in the street there. He 
took a second, longer look and then brought the car 
to a rapid stop with only a small complaint from the 
tires. He operated the electric window on the 
passenger side and said, "Get in and don’t take all 
day doing it; we don’t have any time to waste." 

As Roo opened the door, D. X. said, "And 
wipe your pedal appendages; I just had these 
carpets cleaned." 


The Ggrexmogr began to turn an even 
brighter shade of red and leak slime and other even 
less wholesome exudates in excitement. It extended 
some peffelt toward the Klekxzaonite and fleemed 
hadraitly, "It wwon’t take Illong noww!" 

"Then you had better don your diabolically 
clever disguise, hadn’t you?" the Klekxzaonite 
remarked not without a tad of irony. 

"Oh, right, I’m just alllll excited," allowed 
the Ggrexmogr, and wrembled off salzieomianly in 
the general direction of his velfupe. 


Slim complained to Jesus and Larry, "How 
can anybody figure out what’s going on when this 
jumps around from location to location so fast; it 
hardly finishes a whole paragraph when it’s 
suddenly over somewhere else. There’s just too 
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many stories and details and things happening too 
fast. can’t keep track of it all.” 

Jesus nodded and said, "Now you know 
how I feel." 


There was a knock at the office door: just a 
single peremptory rap, but it sounded like a gunshot 
to the occupants of the small room. The door 
opened and Mungwe entered and closed the door. 
"IT guess you all wonder why I called you here," he 
quoted, and grinned at them, an anomaly: a small, 
old, obviously American Indian man -- with bright 
blue eyes. 

"Everybody line up and join hands," he 
said, "and we can wind this mess up with some 
semblance of resolution.” 

"What happens to us now?" asked Buzz, 
"were we all just bit players from Central Casting, 
so now we get deflated and popped back in storage 
in case of future need? What makes us any different 
from WeeHoo here, or you or anybody else? Who 
decides who is going to be a principle player and 
who is just part of the crowd scenes or even the 
cannon fodder? Is there really any semblance of 
divine justice or is it really just a meaningless 
random crapshoot, combined with the ability of the 
really sneaky evil conscienceless people to arrange 
things the way they want them and the fact that 
people have the ability to believe anything, 
rationalize anything, justify literally anything. Even 
the most totally twisted abomination can be made 
to look necessary if a person puts their mind to it; 
that’s the human condition." 


Mungwe nodded, "So?" he said. 
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By this time, they had all arranged 
themselves in a circle, Mungwe and Wyyo in the 
middle. As the circle began to move anti-clockwise, 
Mungwe began a tuneless yet melodic chant. The 
entire room and everything and everybody in it 
began to blur. Slowly waving streams of living light 
began to outline Mungwe and pour outward from 
his physical presence. The light suffused, then 
absorbed all but Wyyo and Mungwe, room and 
occupants gone away into unutterable brightness. 
"This is like dying, isn’t it?" asked Wyyo. 

Mungwe smiled. "Yes, or coming to," he 
said. 

Wyyo nodded, then ventured, "I’m dead, 
right? This whole deal has been the mad nonsense 
my brain has pumped out in its dying spasm, like a 
chicken running around the farmyard without a 
head, right? All the stuff about Breunvy and Yypsil 
and even the stuff about Melanie and Dixie and 
Jesus; it was all a hallucination, wasn’t it?" 


"Well, your entire life has been a 
hallucination, if you want to get technical about it," 
said Mungwe, "but that’s pretty common to the 
human experience, not anything exclusive to you or 
your situation, not anything that will tend to free 
you or empower you." 


Wyyo began to review his life; he found it to 
be easy, since he found himself somehow slightly 
outside the normal flow of time, looking at his 
lifetime from the sidelines, seeing how the events 
and tendencies lined up and made perfect sense. 

At one point in the process, he turned to 
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Mungewe and said, "Well at least you have to admit, 
I definitely evolved when it came to sex and 
sexuality. I learned to not be driven by it and to 
control it so as to not be unbalanced by it." 

Mungwe curled his lip in a hint of a grin. 
"Pollution," he said. 


"What?" 


Mungwe looked him in the eye for a 
moment and smiled. There was something very 
disturbing about that smile. "Pollution," he 
repeated; then explained: "The bottled drinking 
water you were so careful to buy at a buck a jug was 
polluted with teensy-tiny little undiscoverable 
traces of the chemicals from the plastic the jug was 
made of, chemicals that coincidentally 
masqueraded as estrogen when they were exposed 
to your inner biological processes. 

"Sorry, but your declining sex drive was just 
a genetic drive-by shooting perpetrated by 
Murphy's law and the Free Enterprise System, 
nothing personal at all. Also no cosmic credit; no 
spiritual evolution; just a meaningless random score 
in a chemical crap-shoot." 


"Well, then, what the hell’s the damned 
use?" Wyyo crumbled, "If there’s no progress, why 
bother?" 

"Why not?" Mungwe countered, "especially 
considering the alternative." 

"In other words, ’there is no perfect world,’ 
or maybe ‘this is the perfect world?’" Wyyo 
suggested, "since the only alternative to this world 
is no world at all? Is that what you re saying?" 
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"Something like that," Mungwe answered, 
"except that you keep reasoning that your situation 
is like that of everyone else. That’s your main error. 
You’re completely unique -- yes, everybody is, but 
that’s not what I mean. You’re in an entirely 
different situation from that of everybody else on 
this planet, and I think you know what I mean." 

As Wyyo shook his head no, he had a 
sinking feeling that he ava’ know what Mungwe 
meant and that he wasn’t going to be able to avoid 
that feeling or knowledge much longer. 


Dixie looked around the room in 
consternation, than turned to Tessie and 
demanded, "Where in Hell did they go? We hadn’t 
gone around the circle even one whole time and 
they just -- sort of -- ashed and then they were 
gone. What the Hell’s going on here?" 

Before anyone could respond in any way, 
the door gave a small sack of complaint and 
disengaged from its hinges and lock much too easily 
and moved out into the hallway, revealing a man 
made of metal, with wheels on his feet, holding the 
door by the knob, an apologetic expression 
somehow evident on a non-face with no features to 
display it.. Beside him stood a man almost as wide 
as he was tall -- and he was very t2//, He wasn’t at 
all fat; he was so/rd, in fact, much like a brick 
slaughterhouse. He had a tufty, curly white beard 
and a black leather patch over one eye and wore a 
squashed black vaguely-beret-like hat on his head 
and a camel’s-hair coat over a grey suit jacket and 
brightly-tartanned kilts with red knit kneesocks and 
brown sandals. Somehow this hodge-podge went 
together into a rather formidable whole, only 
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adding to the tangible weight and chill that had 
crept into the air of the room in the general vicinity 
of the newcomer. "Deus X. McKenna at your 
service," he pronounced, then added, "and my new 
friend, RU469, the recently-located required non- 
native sapient witness and juror in the coming Final 
World Trial." He smiled warmly at the horrified 
group and rubbed his hands together. "Well, let’s 
get this mess cleared up, okay?" 

The group sat around D. X. as he explained. 
"Your whole species is inside out," he said, 
"Women are inside-out men and vice versa and 
each of you is also inside-out and backwards. 
Obviously you aren’t walking around on your guts; 
I’m referring to some of the dimensions you exist in 
but can’t sense. You take for granted that you are 
all similar in areas where you are really each 
completely individually unique and then you turn 
around and consider yourselves unique in other 
areas where you are really all literally the same 
individual. You all rush around and compete and 
strive and work to try to learn the secret knowledge, 
something new that will provide the key to success 
and power, some new skill or fact or method or 
explanation that will free you from error and put 
you in the driver’s seat in your life. 

"Listen, people, there isn’t anything you 
don’t already know that you can find out that will 
make that difference. The trick is to get right-side- 
out, with the inner things on the inside and the 
outer things on the outside, everything where it 
belongs, doing its job and enjoying it. Then you 
won't be always trying to fix yourselves and each 
other and doing so much terrible damage in the 
attempt. 
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"The same sad errors and stupid mistakes 
have been happening for millennia: people discover 
a small hole in their life somewhere, say about a 
foot deep, and probe around it like a tongue in a 
bad tooth and lie about it and rationalize it and 
then, finally after years of procrastination, finally 
develop enough courage to jump in and find out it 
wasn't so deep after all. Then, nine chances out of 
ten, they go around advising other people to jump 
too, never noticing that many of those people are 
perched on the sides of deadly precipices. 

"All of these problems come from being 
inside-out, including your tendency to enforce your 
standards on yourselves differently than you do on 
others, especially those you can use force on with 
impunity, such as your young." 

"Not even that anymore," said Tess, "Tt’s 
illegal to even swat a kid’s butt if they tell you to go 
fuck yourself or something." 

"Unfortunately, that’s not a sign of progress 
in this case," said D. X., "It’s to degrade the 
authority of the parents so the Federally-controlled 
school system has more control over the 
indoctrination of the next generation.’ 


"Jesus, he’s even got this guy doing it," 
thought Buzz. 


"Your governments are the reflection of your 
schoolgrounds, which show the ravages of 
hundreds of generations of parents who didn’t have 
time to be deeply involved in the lives of their 
children since they were blindly self-obsessed and 
busy surviving and paying taxes and trying to get 
over the fact that their parents didn’t have time for 
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them either. The playground is Hell, a place where 
the most odious of human behavior-patterns and 
habits are practiced, very rarely with any kind of 
real supervision and almost never with any real 
mentoring in human relations and interactions. 
Here is where the twig is bent, as evidenced by the 
same kind of actions and motivations on the part of 
nations led by the ’trees’ that grew out of those bent 
twigs.” 


McKenna took a small object from his 
pocket and placed it in the middle of the floor. It 
looked a bit like a black metal turnip and had small 
glimmerings and glistenings just visible under its 
surface. He stood, then looked down at the object 
and frowned and bent back down to squint and 
stare at it with his one good eye. He stood again, his 
face a storm-cloud. "Damn that dog," he said. 

"lll set this all straight again in a little 
while," he promised, "but first I’ll have to find my 
dog, who has run off with the trigger again, damn 
him. He knows I hate that; he just does it for spite." 


Wyyo sat in the dark room. The party was 
over; the time had come. 

It was all coming back to him, much too 
quickly it seemed to him. He felt queasy. If he 
closed his eyes, he could feel the room spinning. He 
felt cold and hot at the same time and everything 
smelled funny. He began to remember. The original 
reason came back to him, why he had created a 
world that led inevitably to the present situation. 
He remembered the Ancient Beginning and felt the 
unbearable absence of the Great Void. All of the 
seventy-three trillion threads wove together into a 
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single unity. The Universe waited, holding its 
breath. 


As Dixie filled a Dixie cup of water from the 
cooler, there was a joyous bark from the hallway 
and a tiny Yorkshire Terrier bounced into the room, 
holding a device in its mouth that looked like a 
strapless wristwatch, and danced around D. X. 
McKenna, wagging its wee tail in delight. 


"McGuffin! There you are, you scamp! We 
couldn’t get this awful book completed until we 
found you!" McKenna rejoiced. "And not a second 
too soon!" he declared, "Now give me the trigger 
and we'll have this done." 


SHE TURNED TO HIM AND SMILED ODDLY. 


HE BEGAN TO FEEL VERY 
UNCOMFORTABLE. 


"I SEE YOUR EYES AS BLUE," SHE SAID,"I 
SEE YOUR HAIR AS LIGHT." 


AND IT WAS. 


They came for him then. He didn't resist. 
They said, "You know it's time again." He nodded 
and sighed and got up and accompanied them away 
from the place. 


"Back on the cross again, for the human 
equivalent of an eternity; it sure was good being off 
of it even so briefly; I'm eternally grateful for 
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Raccoon's Law," he said to the one closest to him 
on his left. 


"Never heard that one," the figure allowed 
in a gruff voice. 


"It's the Plains Indian explanation of a 
certain cosmic principle underlying all experience. 
According to the story... 


Coyote was about to say the word that 
would create this reality when Raccoon jumped in 
the way and pronounced a small disclaimer. He 
sald: "Nothing Is Ever Always Anything,” and 
saved Coyote, and for that matter, all of us, from 
the danger of ever being caught in an eternal 
recursive loop. 


"According to the Law of Divine Justice, 
there has to be a place where the threads of infinity 
cross and all accounts are balanced and debts are 
paid. In this present world, I'm the only one who is 
able to bear the unbearable duty of being the 
human personification of that crossing, so I remain, 
waiting for peers to develop, nailed up in this place 
for an endless time. Yet, according to Raccoon's 
Law, even that duty must have its obligatory 
seasonal vacation to remain in manifestation in this 
reality. What an unimaginable relief that is. This 
time again, as I usually do, I chose to forget the 
onerous duty awaiting me at the end of the period, 
reveling and glorying in the ignorance and error that 
allowed such a disengagement. Now that time has 
passed and my duty beckons. I'm back and I'm 
ready again. Lead on.” 
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The figure in the black and dark red robe 
turned to the figure in the grey and blue robe and 
whispered, "He still doesn’t realize that this is the 
situation with all of his billions of lives; an eternity 
on the cross after each one." 


The Ggrexmogr crept down the dark 
alleyway clutching his heavily-loaded velfupe. The 
nexus of events was rapidly approaching fruition. 
The disgusting humans were all asleep; soon he 
would rob them of their greatest treasure. At the 
precise stroke of eleven-thirty he would be located 
at exactly three and a half poofemicks southeast of 
the corner of fifteenth and Peoria, activating the 
Klekxzaonian device that would suck every last bit 
of Ryymreckle from the entire planet. He and his 
partner could then negate the effects of the "Lumin" 
they had introduced into the planet’s culture 
previously, by sounding the biosonic antidote, a 
sort of cosmic trumpet blast, as they left the 
atmosphere. As billions of fully-conscious people 
awoke to the real world for the first time, the 
resultant worldwide chaos would easily cover their 
escape. The time was imminent. The Ggrexmogr 
hurried toward the zero position. As it passed the 
closed tavern, it bumped the old gumball machine, 
which fell over and spilled its load of remaining 
petrified spheroids all across the sidewalk, causing 
the Ggrexmogr to flail around and fall flat in the 
gutter, setting off the Klekxzaonian device 
prematurely. 

As planned, the device sucked all of the 
entire planet’s supply of Ryymreckle into its 
collector, but instead of sending this compacted 
cargo instantly into the storage holds of the 
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Klekxzaonite’s ship, it transported it to the nearest 
object resembling said ship, which was 
unfortunately a large white building in the City 
known as Washington, D.C., where it spread all 
over every object in the area in a thick gooey paste. 


Willie gasped and turned to Bonnie, who 
was planting some onions. "God Damn, woman, 
did you see that?" he asked, mouth agape. 

She turned and asked, "See what?" 

"The God Damned poison ivy over here," he 
said, "I was going to pull the patch up after I got 
done with these potatoes, but it just disappeared 
into thin air! The whole damned patch just up and 
went!" 

"Come on in and have some iced tea," she 
said, "It’s too hot out here." 


Roo walked into the nearest bank and up to 
a teller. "Can you help me with a transfer of funds 
from a foreign bank?" he asked. 


Wailin' Jim Roudy felt so good, he was 
certain he would never feel better in this lifetime, 
and he felt so good he didn't care. He wasn’t sure 
exactly what had happened, but he was back in his 
old stomping grounds and he was entirely satisfied 
to be there. He felt a tug at his sleeve and looked 
down to see Old Toledo Slim, now just plain 
Toledo Slim, pulling on his coat-sleeve to get his 
attention. Wailin' Jim leaned down to hear, with 
the noise of the partying crowd loud and sweet in 
his ears. The full blast of dragon breath from the old 
Man's mouth almost made his eyes water. 

Wherever that gin had come from, it 
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probably could have been improved by some time 
in a bathtub, as could its container. 

"I wantcha ta gimme some advice!" shouted 
the old man in his ear. "What direction do you 
think I oughta go with my music? I mean in orda to 
help my career." 

Jim looked at him for a moment, and then 
said, slowly, "Old man, do you really want to know, 
or do you just want me to blow in your ear and pat 
you on the ass and tell you how wonderful you 
already are?" 

Old Slim kind of rared back slightly and 
looked real seriously at Jim and said, "If you got 
some advice for me, gimme it. Tell me what I hafta 
do to really do somethin' for music; I just wanna 
help music in the world.” 

Jim felt his heart leap, he recited silently to 
himself," A@y cup runneth over." 

He said to Slim, "Well, if you really truly 
want to make a lasting contribution to music, and 
you're really truly willing to make any sacrifice to 
do so, I would advise you to be very careful to never 
again under any circumstances attempt to play any. 


"In fact, you probably shouldn't even go 
within a city block of any place where people are 
playing music ever again for the rest of your life. 


"In fact, Dammit, I'll tell you what: if you 
will solemnly swear to never sing another song or 
play another harmonica, for as long as you live, Fl 
buy you a Winnebago and a boat and trailer and 
pay you $500 a week to go fishing." 





















233 


Terry Pratchett, Dave Barry, Robin 
Williams, Steven Wright and Whoopi Goldberg 
were all nattering on about this and that while 
seated on congealed pillars of fabricated 
prevarication amidst the clouds and valleys of a 
fictional universe far away. 

The Author said, "You might wonder why I 
have conjured you up here." 

He explained, "By bringing so many great 
humorists into close proximity, I intend to save the 
world from ultimate destruction by utilizing a little- 
known feature of Space-Time." 

Dave Barry turned to the Author and said, 
good-humoredly, "They're going to sue the shit out 
of you. You know that, don't you? This is the 
nineties. The Knight-Ridder Syndicate will make 
confetti lasagna out of your innermost parts. You're 
going to wish you had stayed on mind-altering 
drugs instead of writing this. You can't just write 
me into your book. I'm a copyrighted famous 
person, from my fictitious TV character to my 
actual columns and books. I’m not just an 
individual any more: my name is a corporate trade- 
mark. I hope you understand that I don t personally 
care, but I also can t do anything to protect you. It s 
out of my hands. I’m not making this up. You are 
dead meat, Mr. Chuckletrousers." 

The author said to Dave, “Thanks for the 
advice, but I’ve already utilized The Lord Of Hosts 
and characters from Tolkien and Disney; might as 
well go for the whole bag. This is either going to 
work or it’s not.” 
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Then the Author began to spin around and 
recite his protective mantra, "“Constitutionally 
protected, lampoon, parody, satire," he intoned, 
"Swift, Heinlein, Capp, Rankin." 


Suddenly Terry Pratchett stood up and said 
quietly, “I think this might be one of those one-in- 
a-million chances that work out nine times out of 
ten; anyway, I owe you one for the cold pizza in 
Madison that time,” and he suddenly brandished a 
suange walking stick with Death s head as the knob 
and whirled it in the air in an bewildering arcane 
pattern as Dave and Robin Williams and Stephen 
Wright began to do a ring-around-the-Whoopi, 
swapping wise-cracks, quips and one-liners.. 


There was a powerful flash of multi-colored 
lightning and a small voice said: 


"Let There Be Joy." 


Thus, the universe we now inhabit was 
created, as the Bad Old Days finally went away. It 
happened like this: 


The group did a few minutes of inspired 
group improv. 


Gabriel got to laughing so hard he 
accidentally dropped his trumpet into the abyss. 
Jehovah lightened up and forgave Satan for 
running off with Gaia. Armageddon was cancelled. 
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The Forgotten Secret: The Opposite of 
Gravity is Levity. 

So much lightness concentrated in one 
location of Space-Time caused the entire universe 
to fall out of itself through a Rainbow Doughnut 
(the opposite of a Black Hole). 

Which is How We Got Here. 

Time for the Commercial 

Camera: dolly in on Groucho Marx, Jesus, 


Marilyn Monroe and John Lennon, holding up a 
banner that says: 


"War is over if you want it to be." 


Fade to Rainbow 


FIN 
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Actually, what really happened was that 
Mungwe and Roo captured the Ggrexmogr as it lay 
flailing around in the gutter, trying to get to its pedal 
organisms , but continually tripping on the ancient 
gumballs scattered all around. 

Mungwe and the RU469 required a forfeit 
from the Ggrexmogr before releasing him; they 
asked for a bit of arcane technology: a retroscope. 
They also made the monsters undo the changes 
brought about by the Lumin, apparently utilizing 
something that re-induced the tendency to indulge 
in religion, politics and sports. People who had not 
been fully dosed with the Lumin tended to become 
devotees of Opera, Bingo, Bridge or Line Dancing. 

The retroscopes were manufactured 
according to the instructions left by the erstwhile 
invaders. Roo’s huge bank account financed the 
start-up phase, then plans were sent all over the 
world to make certain nobody would be able to 
control or suppress the new technology. The 
tetroscope allowed the entire past to be viewed but 
not changed; all the main events of history were laid 
out for inspection. It was a sort of mercy that recent 
events were not available to the viewer, since 
somehow it took forty-five or fifty years for the 
"fields to settle." 

When people in general found out the real 
history of the world and compared it to the popular 
notions and official stories, when they had 
witnessed the events and turning points as they had 
really happened, the clear mirror this provided 
changed the way: people saw themselves and each 
other. Just like the ancient prediction: they knew 
the truth and it made them free, but then, that’s 
another story. 

















It’s not here either, 

















Author's Warning: This is a really dangerous book. 
Read it at your own risk. If you freak out while, or 
after, reading this book and go off and become the 
latest Messiah, or put lysergic acid diethylamide 
in the LasVegas water-supply or something equally 
Violent and uncreative, it’s on your own head, not 
mine, This book is my personal revenge on the literary 
world: a broad parody, written in a hodge-podge of 
writing styles I have always found infuriating, It 
also contains enough hidden knowledge and ancient 
nystery to make you wealthy and powerful ahd able 
to wiggle your nose and turn your enemies (and 
friends if you’re not careful) into the local cultural 
¢quivalent of a stale low-cal ham sandwich with a 
bow! of artificially-flavored gelatin desert on the side, 








